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Here is our next 'Troubling Text' – number 2 in our series.  This 'Troubling Text' I have to confess, has been chosen by – me!  I've always wanted to get to grips with Luke 13:1-5 in which people question Jesus about people who die as a result of certain calamities.  It's a 'Troubling Text' for some, not because it's hard to understand, but because it sounds so harsh and so insensitive.   People coming to Jesus with a genuine question that troubles them, and all they are told is to repent or perish. Take it or leave it.  No debate, no discussion. That's it.

I don't think I'm alone in wanting to get to grips with this 'Troubling Text'.   We all of us have questions in our minds when we see or hear of calamities and disasters.  We all struggle with the images of various calamities and disasters that bombard us nearly every day through TV, Radio, newspapers, social  media or whatever.  Innocent people dying as a result of earthquakes, volcanoes erupting, hurricanes, landslides, plane crashes, train crashes, car crashes, acts of terrorism.  The list goes on and on.    I suppose recent events have brought this to the fore of my thinking.  As I was preparing for this series, I head the news about that terrible accident in northern Italy – the collapse of that bridge in Genoa.  Something over 40 people killed in that horrific accident.  One moment people driving in their car, with their family, looking forward to their holiday, others on their way to work or a business appointment and then suddenly, without any warning, they are dropping 150 feet to their death. Other innocent people, going about their daily business mid-morning, crushed to death as huge blocks of concrete crash down on top of them.  Absolutely frightening. 40 plus  people killed, with others escaping death by a few feet as they screech to a halt with the bridge disappearing before their very eyes.  Some of those killed, I read, had planned to fly to their holiday in France, but at the last minute decided to drive there, and of course, never made it.  Not only all very  frightening, but it all seems so unfair, so random.

Whenever there are disasters like that, it always raises questions in people's minds. What is going on?  How on earth do we make sense of it all?  What does it mean? If there is a God, why does it happen? Why doesn't he do something to prevent these things?  Is God trying to say something to us?  Is there some purpose in it all?  Why is it that bad things happen to good people?

Those sort of questions were in the minds of those who were there “who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices” (13:1).  They had heard about what had happened to some who were worshipping at the Temple, and they couldn't make sense of it all.  It didn't fit their 'theology'.   The Jews had a theology that enabled them to understand and rationalise calamities, disasters and illness.  The Jews theology was based upon the fact that they believed themselves to be superior to all other nations.  They were the people of the Covenant.  They were chosen by God.  They believed that God would not only bless them, but keep calamities from them.  If calamities came, then it was seen as God's judgement on those who were evil.  An example of that thinking is in John 9 where we read of Jesus healing a man born blind.   In verse 2, we read, “His disciples asked him, 'Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents that he was born blind”'?  So sickness, disease, disability, even disasters, were always linked to sin.  If you experienced any of those things, it was seen a judgement of God because you had sinned.  

But then there are these Galileans.  These are Jews.  Those who were slaughtered were covenant people... people chose by God.... people whom God would bless and protect.  They were in the Temple... they were worshipping God.... they were confessing their sins.... they were bringing their offerings.  They weren't unbelievers.... they weren't pagans like the Romans who slaughtered them.  They were God-fearing Jews. How can such a terrible thing happen to good people like that?  That's what they are thinking.  That's what they are struggling with.  The only way they could cope with it...  the only way they could make sense of it all was to assume that these Galileans were in some way more sinful than other Galileans and that they were therefore under the judgement of God.

And we know that Jesus knew that was what they were thinking by his answer to them after they told him about the shocking events.   “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way?”  In other words, he's challenging their theology.
At this point we might think or hope (or is just me?!), that Jesus would go into some deep theological discourse to explain the mystery of suffering....  or that he would perhaps refer to and expound something of the Book of Job (which they obviously knew about, but did not understand), to break down their simplistic and mechanistic understanding of sin being the cause of suffering... or that he would perhaps be more pastoral in his response offering words of comfort and reassurance.  But no, he just says, “I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish” (v.3).
He then hammers home his point by referring to another calamity – “Or those eighteen who died when the tower of Siloam fell on them – do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?  I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish” (v.4).  Another example... another calamity.  Different from the first one where people were slaughtered by a ruthless despot in the Temple. Now, people who were killed going about their daily lives when suddenly a tower inexplicably, and unexpectedly, collapses upon them.  People simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Again, surely we might expect Jesus, at this point, to explain something of how we are to make sense of disasters like this if God is sovereign; to give us answers to questions that inevitably arise – if he is sovereign, why does he allow it?  If he is sovereign, why doesn't he intervene?  Couldn't he prevent it if he chose to?  Where is God when innocent people are wiped out?  Doesn't he care?  How can you believe in a God like that!.  Surely Jesus should give words of comfort and reassurance to those who were struggling with those sort of questions?  What an opportunity to give answers to questions like that! But again, the same response: “I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish”. (v.5).  No attempt at any explanation.  No attempt to offer words of comfort.   But equally, nothing said to support their theology relating all disasters to sin on the part of those who perish. No room for the belief, 'I must be a better person than all the others, because I didn't die'. 
So why did Jesus take this approach?  Why was he so direct... so insensitive?  as we might think.  Well, he's pointing us all to the greatest calamity that faces us all.  He refers to that at the end of the previous chapter.  Let me read verses 58 and 59 of chapter 12:  “ As you are going with your adversary to the magistrate, try hard to be reconciled to him on the way, or he may drag you off to the judge , and the judge turn you over to the officer, and the officer throw you into prison.  I tell you, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny”.
What is he pointing to here?  The subject is judgement now.  If you've done something wrong and you're being taken to court, settle with your accuser before you get before the judge who will expose your guilt and punish you.  But here Jesus is also pointing to the judgement to come.  In other words, he's saying, “Use the time you have aright. Use the time you have wisely. Settle your case with God before you stand before him at the judgement.  Use the time you have wisely to make your peace with God, before it's too late.  You talk to me of the calamity of the Galileans, you know of the calamity of the tower falling, but there is a greater and more serious calamity facing you all”.  That's the issue here.  That's what he wants them to face up to... to prepare for.  We all know that at some point we will all die.  We know that for a certainty, but we don't know when.  We don't know how.  Hopefully peacefully in our bed, and not plunging 150 feet to our death like those poor victims in Genoa.  Whatever way it comes though, and you then have to then stand before the judgement seat of God, make sure you're ready.  

So, no deep theological explanations about the mystery of suffering, no attempt to, as it were, 'defend' God in any way, no attempt to explain the sovereignty of God in the light of such disasters, no words of comfort or reassurance, just a stark warning – repent or perish!  

How then, are we to make sense of, or to be able to explain, the direct, and what some would call the insensitive and uncaring approach of Jesus?  I think the answer to that is that Jesus has a completely different perspective on life.  His incarnation, his ministry, his preaching, his teaching, even his life and then his death, all point to eternity and the life to come.  Everything he does and says have to be understood, and can only be understood, in the light of the reality of eternity.   This life is not all there is!  How different his view from those in the world.  How different his view from the view we probably would have had before our conversion to Christ.

The predominant view of those in the western world is the exact opposite - this life is all there is!  You've only got one life, make the most of it. Life is for living!

As a result of the fall, man now puts himself at the centre of everything.  The world revolves around him.  He determines how he should live and he thinks this world is here to serve him and meet his every need.  He thinks he lives because he deserves to live.  He thinks too, that he should live a life that is free from pain and suffering.  Anything else is 'unfair'.  People who think like that have to be challenged to face up to the reality of eternity and the judgement to come.

Then there are those whom we might call 'religious' – in Jesus' day, as in our own, who in there self-righteousness see no need to repent.  They take the view that they are good enough just as they are, almost to extent that they believe God will be pleased and honoured to welcome them into his kingdom!  Yes, they have an awareness of 'eternity', but don't talk of the need to repent to people like that! They assumed, because they were the chosen people of God, that there was no need for them to repent.   But they had to learn that they too needed to repent, that they too were heading for judgement.  That's what Jesus taught, and the Jews hated him for it.

This stark warning of Jesus is to shake people out of their complacency and our role is take what Jesus clearly taught to both the worldly unbeliever and the self-righteous in our generation.  I'm not saying that it's easy. Far from it!  People don't like to be confronted with death... they don't want to think of eternity.... they certainly don't want to even contemplate the thought of judgement, and people never like to be told they need to repent!

So it's hard.  But what we mustn't do is compromise the message just because it's unpalatable for some... we mustn't tone down what we have to say to make it more appealing.  Jesus never did that, despite the fact that he knew that so many people wanted to hear 'nice' reassuring words of comfort.  And that is a real pressure for us, because people today are no different and out of compassion for them in their pain and uncertainty we want to give them words of comfort and reassurance.  But what  we mustn't do is to tell them things they want to hear and to end up offering them false hope.  That's what people in the world say and do.  You hear, don't you, in the light of calamities or a disaster or an untimely death, people saying such things as, 'they are at peace now'... 'they are safe in the arms of Jesus'...   'God has called them home'.... 'they are free from pain now'.  Lovely words, reassuring words, comforting words.  But are they true?  Yes, they are, but only to those who are 'in Christ'... words which can only be said and applied to those who have heeded the words of Jesus, 'But unless you repent, you too will all perish'.  May God give us the courage not only to speak this truth, but also give us the wisdom and compassion to speak the truth in love.
