Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom 
The Third Sunday of Lent, 23rd March 2025


1 Corinthians 10.1-13; Luke 13.1-9


Today’s Gospel contains what might be perceived as a mixed message coming from Jesus:

‘Do you think that because these Galileans suffered [at the hands of Pilate] they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? 3No, I tell you.  …   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.

So far, so good.  Jesus is making the point, made repeatedly throughout the Bible, that suffering is not God’s punishment for wrongdoing.

But then Jesus goes on to say, and he says it twice, as if to emphasise the point, 

But unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.

What are we to make of that hard saying of Jesus?

For me, a clue is found in today’s first Bible reading, from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians: 

If you think you are standing, watch out that you do not fall.

There is a human tendency – the Germans call it schadenfreude – to experience pleasure or self-satisfaction at the misfortune of other people.  It’s a kind of flip side of the erroneous belief that suffering is God’s punishment for wrongdoing.  We might think to ourselves, perhaps unconsciously, ‘Those people over there are suffering, which means they must have done something wrong.  I’m not suffering, which means I must have earned God’s favour.’

If we think that way, then I can imagine Jesus saying, ‘You fool!’  Neither suffering nor success are proof of God’s anger or favour.  God doesn’t work that way.  Rather, as Jesus says in Matthew’s Gospel,

Your Father in heaven … makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.  (Matthew 5.45)

And yet, Jesus also says, ‘Unless you repent, you will all perish.’  I think this is a warning against complacency.  ‘If you think you are standing, watch out that you do not fall.’  

Note, for a start, that Jesus says, ‘you will all perish’, in the plural.  We may not have a mechanistic view of God, who punishes wrongdoing, but the fact remains that sin has consequences, and the collective consequences of sin might be seen as a kind of collective self-punishment.  So, for example, the death of the Galileans at the hands of Pilate is not God’s doing, but the result of human sin.  And, as Cally Hammond has written in the Church Times, 

Jesus did not live in an era of planning consents, structural surveys, [or] health and safety legislation.  …  Since the Grenfell Tower disaster, … our view has changed.  …  How to interpret meaning in deaths caused through the collapse of towers no longer tends … towards accident, chance, or misfortune.  Now, unsurprisingly, incompetence, greed, and callous disregard for human life … must be factored in to the judgements that we … make about cause and effect.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Church Times, 21st March 2025.] 


We are all complicit, to a greater or lesser extent, in the unjust structures of society that result in human suffering.  As a society, we need to repent.

But I don’t wish to evade the need to repent by spreading the need to repent, or duck that hard saying of Jesus, ‘Unless you repent, you will perish,’ which applies not just to all of us, but to each of us.  

As I say, I think that hard saying is a warning against complacency.  It is also an invitation to a deeper relationship with God.  ‘If we [think] that we have no sin, [then] we deceive ourselves,’ as we heard at the beginning of last Sunday’s service.  God is not real for us, until we recognise our need of him.  Or, in other words, we cannot be saved by God unless and until we recognise our need to be saved.  

You may remember the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector, elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel, in which 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Pharisee … was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people.  …  12I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’  13But the tax-collector … was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’  (Luke 18.11‑13)

The irony is that, if we thank God that we are not like that Pharisee, then we are actually like the Pharisee!  On the other hand, if we think we are like the Pharisee, and feel a sense of remorse for being so, then we are actually more like the tax collector!

The Pharisee was complacent, and thought that his good fortune was the outcome of his own efforts, with all that fasting and so on.  God didn’t really come into it.  The Pharisees was a self-made man who worshipped his creator, meaning that he worshipped himself.  

At the other end of the spectrum, as it were, you may remember the following poem, by James Thomson: 

Once in a saintly passion
I cried with desperate grief,
‘O Lord, my heart is black with guile,
Of sinners I am chief.’
Then stooped my guardian angel
And whispered from behind,
‘Vanity, my little man,
You're nothing of the kind.’

Both the Pharisee and the so-called ‘chief of sinners’ have got it wrong.  They are focused on themselves, rather than on God.  The tax collector got it right when he focused on God, and threw himself on God’s mercy.

We can be confident of God’s mercy, but we shouldn’t be complacent about God’s mercy.

Jesus says, ‘Repent and believe in the good news’ (Mark 1.15).  Repentance is not really about remorse, it’s about turning towards God.  Repentance is not a negative thing; it’s a positive thing.

And repentance is not so much a once-and-for-all event as a day-by-day affair.  Our journey through life becomes a journey of faith the more we recognise our need of God, and the more we respond by turning towards God.
