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Repent or Perish

Luke 12:49-13:1-9

Key Verse: 13:3,5

“I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”

Today’s passage speaks a lot about repentance and God’s judgment. So it may be difficult to accept. But the real theme behind all of it, is God’s wonderful mercy and His cry for all sinners to repentance. May we all have open ears to hear it and soft hearts to accept it. 

This passage seems to be a continuation of where last week’s left off. And Jesus wastes no time getting started. Take a look a verses 49-50, “I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!50But I have a baptism to undergo, and how distressed I am until it is completed! Fire is a common symbol for God’s judgment. And what we find out is that Jesus came to bring that judgment. We like to think that Jesus is all about love and grace, and he is, but we can’t forget that he’s also about judgment. He is the beginning and the end. Jesus came to the earth for a purpose and we shouldn’t forget what that purpose was. But before the judgment Jesus had to undergo a baptism. What he’s referring to here is His death, burial and resurrection. And we can also see how hard it was for him to carry this out by His distress. This was not a easy task and he longed for it to be over. 

People like to think that Jesus came so that we may all be one big happy family where we can gather around the fire and sing “kum by ya” but this isn’t the case. Look at verses 51-53. “Do you think I came to bring peace on earth? No, I tell you, but division. 52From now on there will be five in one family divided against each other, three against two and two against three. 53They will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.” The new age movement is not so new, it’s been around for a long time. And what it consists of is this idea of all inclusiveness. We’re in the age of politically correctness where we have to accept everyone everywhere. Have you seen these bumper stickers that spell out the word “coexist” using different symbols of religious faiths for all the letters? And it’s gotten to the point that if we don’t accept everyone then there must be something wrong with us. But Jesus is clear through these verses that didn’t come to make us one big happy family, he came to bring judgment. To separate the righteous from the unrighteous, the sheep from the goats, those who sincerely love God and those who don’t. And those lines sometimes splits those who are closest to us causing great pain. The point Jesus is making is that the judgment is real and the painful fact will be, is that not everyone will be together in heaven. Families will be split and some will enter heaven while others will enter hell. 

So what are we to do about it? Jesus challenges the people to have discernment, so that there may be a chance for them to avoid it. Take a look at verses 54-56. “He said to the crowd: "When you see a cloud rising in the west, immediately you say, 'It's going to rain,' and it does. 55And when the south wind blows, you say, 'It's going to be hot,' and it is. 56Hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of the earth and the sky. How is it that you don't know how to interpret this present time?” In the middle of Jesus’ discourse he turns his attention from his disciples to that of the crowd. Chapter 12 told us about this crowd. It was a big crowd, an excited crowd that was pressing around him. But the question was, were they going to listen to Him? For the future of their nation and their own destiny was in their hands. So Jesus challenges them on the topic of discernment. And what he points out is that they had the ability to tell what was going to happen with the weather. For example if they looked west and saw a dark cloud over the Mediterranean Sea, they knew that it was going to rain. Or if a south wind was blowing, which came from the desert, they knew that it was going to be hot and dry. And when the people saw these signs what would they do? They would take the necessary precautions and prepare for what was going to come. They were interested in the weather why, because it effects our lives. And back in their day the weather was especially important to them because of the agriculture and their way of life. They depended on the weather so they were always on the look out for the signs. 

And in view of this Jesus says, “you are a bunch of hypocrites.” Why would He say this? Why would he talk about predicting the weather and then call them a bunch of hypocrites? What’s a hypocrite? It’s someone who’s acting out a part, or saying something that’s not really true. How does this fit in to this context? It appears to be this: The general sentiment of the people of Israel was that they couldn’t discern if Jesus really was from God. They weren’t sure. They couldn’t tell. Sure Jesus was doing mighty miracles but their religious leaders were telling them that he was a false prophet. This had become a stumbling block for them. And although they could see the signs, as plain as a dark cloud above them, still they couldn’t make the connection. They saw miracle after miracle and three years of ministry and all they could do is say, “I really can’t tell if he is the Messiah or not.” So Jesus rebukes them, “You’re hypocrites. You say that you can’t tell, but it’s obvious. The prophecies are being fulfilled around you. This is the time in which you live. John came declaring it and my miracles prove it. These signs are unmistakable.” 

Are we any better today in our time? Are we any better at interpreting our times? Sadly to say I don’t think so. When I look around I think the majority of people don’t really care about Jesus or spiritual matters. We like to spend our time trying to tell the trend of the economy, or the latest technology that’s coming out or what ever the hot topic may be. I think we are repenting the patterns of Jesus’ time. So what are we to do about it?

Take a look at verse verse 57, “Why don't you judge for yourselves what is right? What he means here is, they take it upon themselves to read the signs of the weather. They don’t go to someone else and ask, ‘What’s going to happen today.’ No. They see the signs and they make a decision for themselves. But why didn’t they do that when it came to the Messiah? Jesus is rebuking the people of Israel for failing to think for themselves. They were defaulting to the Pharisees instead of thinking for themselves. Luke described the Bereans as those who had noble character because when they heard the news of Jesus, they searched the scriptures every day to see if what Paul was telling them was true. (Acts 17:11) This was the attitude that Jesus was telling the crowd to have. They shouldn’t be dependent upon someone else but to judge for themselves. But to test all teaching against the scriptures. This is why Bible study is so important. We have to study God’s word so that we know for ourselves what the Bible has to say. Here Jesus calls every man and woman to account as we will all stand before the judgment seat of Christ alone. 

This leads us to the next section where Jesus warns the people to get right with God before they stand before His judgment seat. Take a look at verses 58-59. “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. 59I tell you, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.” Here Jesus uses a parable drawn from real life to illustrate a spiritual truth. But this parable is unique in the fact that he places his listeners in the place of the main character. He doesn’t speak in the third person but in the second so that all listeners place themselves in this situation. And in this story a man is being taken to court by his enemy where he seeks to recover a debt or pay for damages and you and I are the defendant. It isn’t a criminal case but a civil one. Now the assumption by Jesus in this story is that we, the defendant, are guilty. We have no case. Otherwise it makes no sense not to go to court. That’s why we are being dragged off and not going willingly. And Jesus’ advice in view of the situation is that while we’re on the way to court, we should try and settle out of court. Why, because there still remains the possibility of mercy. Maybe, if we confess our guilt and plead with our adversary he will give us favorable terms and time to pay off our debt. Or maybe, he might even forgive some, or even all of it. But the point is that before you get into court there may still be a chance for mercy. So seek it. Because you’re guilty. Confess your guilt. But if we don’t get it right before we go to court, we have less options because court is not the place where mercy was dispensed. According to the Bible courts were not the place for mercy. The responsibility of the judge was to meet the demands of the law and all possibilities for mercy are gone. I don’t know if any one has been in traffic court and seen how the judges interact with people but they don’t mess around. They are not in the mood for mercy and they want to dispense justice to the full measure of the law. The role of a judge in God’s law was the strict application of the law. And mercy was never in the hands of a judge but it was however, in the hands of a victim. So Jesus is pointing out is that the opportunity to settle accounts with God is now, BEFORE it’s too late. All mankind is headed toward a date in God’s court which is the final judgment and once we die that’s it –we have to face the Judge. (Heb 9:27) There won’t be another opportunity to repent or reconcile. But the wonderful news of the gospel is that God has made available all the means for reconciliation through Jesus. And we can settle out of court. And much the same way mercy is extended to us through Jesus because He paid our debt and we have been redeemed if only we come to God, confess our sins and accept Jesus as our Savior. 

But what happens if we don’t settle then what? Take a look at verses 1-5. “Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. 2Jesus answered, "Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? 3I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. 4Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” Then for some reason, someone tells Jesus of a horrible event where Pilate had some Jews slain by the sword who had come to offer sacrifices at the temple and their blood mixed with their sacrifices. Jesus responds to this report with a question that was based upon a popular belief of the time. That is: when something bad happens to someone it must be because of some hidden sin in their life. So Jesus asks, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way?” And the popular reaction would be, “Of course.” But Jesus’ answer is, “No, that’s not it. They didn’t suffer because they were worse than the others. But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” In other words, Jesus is saying that they didn’t die to show what sinful men deserve, they died to show what ALL men deserve. Because of our sins, we all deserve the same fate. And if we don’t repent we’re going to suffer the same punishment. And looking back at history, what Jesus said came true and in 70 AD the Romans slaughtered the Jews and their land was literally flowing with their blood. To press the point Jesus talks about another event where a tower collapsed killing 18 men. And he asks the question, “Were the men who died more guilty that everyone else?” The answer is no. In reality we are all equally guilty.

When something unfortunate happens, we shouldn’t sit down in fatalism. We must repent. It may seem hard to repent when we are sorrowful or grieving because of misfortune. But it’s the way to receive God’s help. When we repent and turn to God, we can overcome our self-centered thinking. God opens our hearts and minds to have his perspective on things. Most of all, he forgives our sins and gives us his love in our hearts so that we don’t suffer from doubt or depression. He protects us from the devil and gives us the wisdom and courage to work things out.

When Jesus said, “But unless you repent, you too will all perish,” he’s teaching that death happens to everyone and that there are two kinds of death. Everyone dies at God’s appointed time. A hundred years from now, none of us will be here. The question isn’t “will we die” but “what happens after we die?” For those who repent, death is a sweet release from the agonies of this world and entry into God’s kingdom. As long as we have breath, we have the opportunity to repent. But after death it’s too late. Thus, the tragedy of mankind isn’t death because that happens to everyone. It’s the eternal punishment that comes upon those who don’t repent. God allows men to live in spite of all their sin and evildoing, in the hope that they will repent. We must not abuse God’s kindness. We must repent. Romans 2:4 says, “Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance.” This teaching was so important that Jesus repeated it again with a different example. 

So the end result if we don’t repent is that we’ll perish. There’s no escaping it, for we’ve already been condemned. The judgment has already been passed. But the good news is that God in His great mercy has granted us a stay of execution for the purpose of repenting. The word perish is used in the Bible to describe the state of a person who rejected the mercy of God and ends up in hell. But verses 6-9 gives us one more opportunity to repent before it’s too late. Take a look at verses 6-9. “Then he told this parable: "A man had a fig tree, planted in his vineyard, and he went to look for fruit on it, but did not find any. 7So he said to the man who took care of the vineyard, 'For three years now I've been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven't found any. Cut it down! Why should it use up the soil?' 8" 'Sir,' the man replied, 'leave it alone for one more year, and I'll dig around it and fertilize it. 9If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.” In this parable the owner of the fig tree is God. And in the Old Testament Israel is sometimes compared to a fig tree. So what this means is that God had been looking for fruit from Israel. And since fig trees are supposed to bear fruit every year, the owner has already shown great patience after waiting for three years. But his patience has run out and now he wants to cut it down because of fruitlessness. What good is a fig tree that does not produce figs? What good is a pen that doesn’t write or a guitar that doesn’t stay in tune or a projector that doesn’t display? They are worth nothing and only waste our time or resources. 

Likewise a person who doesn’t bring the fruits of righteousness and obedience to God, has no right to life. This isn’t just for a single person but it can apply to a group of people like a church, a city, or a nation. I believe that God created each of us for a purpose. And he calls us to Him for that purpose. And that purpose is to bear fruit. And I think that this fruit is both inward and outward. Because when we produce inner fruit we will naturally produce outward fruit. One parallel I see through this passage is that our ministry here at IIT is coming up on three years at the beginning of January. We have been serving worship service here for the last three years and the question is have we bore fruit or are we just wasting electricity in the chapel? We tend to think that we are ok and at the end of our life when we add up our life, our good will out weight our bad. How foolish we are to even begin to think like this. Do you think that God’s patience will last forever? What are you waiting for? The time to settle accounts with God is NOW, before it’s too late. Still the wonderful thing we see in this parable is that even though God has already pronounced judgment, in his mercy, he relents for a while giving us time to repent. So we have to ask ourselves, What is the fruit of my repentance? Have you confessed and repented of your sin? Is your heart right with God?

