
Faith Reformed Church 
Stevensville, Ontario 
April 25, 2004 
Morning Service 

Text: Luke 13:1-9 
Sermon: Repent or Perish 



In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 This past week I have been reading John MacArthur’s book, The 

Gospel According to Jesus.  The basic premise of the book is that a false 

gospel of easy-believism—of a Christianity without the cross of sacrifice 

and obedience—has infected the modern church.  Listen to what he says, for 

it seems to me that these words ring true: 

 The contemporary church has the idea that salvation is only the 
granting of eternal life, not necessarily the liberation of a sinner from 
the bondage of his iniquity.  We tell people that God loves them and 
has a wonderful plan for their lives, but that is only half the truth.  
God also hates sin and will punish unrepentant sinners with eternal 
torment.  No gospel presentation is complete if it avoids or conceals 
those facts.  Any message that fails to define and confront the severity 
of personal sin is a deficient gospel.  And any “salvation” that does 
not alter a lifestyle of sin and transform the heart of the sinner is not 
the salvation that God’s word speaks of. 
 Sin is no peripheral issue as far as salvation is concerned; it is 
the issue.  In fact, the distinctive element of the Christian message is 
the power of Jesus Christ to forgive and conquer our sin.  Of all the 
realities of the gospel, none is more wonderful than the news that the 
enslaving grasp of sin has been broken.  This truth is the heart and the 
very lifeblood of the Christian message.  No message that excludes it 
can purport to be the gospel according to Jesus.   

It is absurd to suggest that a person can encounter the holy God 
of Scripture and be saved without also coming to grips with the 
heinousness of sin and consequently longing to turn from it.   

Beloved, as we will see in our lesson today Jesus was not what you 

would call a “seeker sensitive” preacher.  He never presented what some call 



the “Gospel-lite” by suggesting that discipleship was easy or without the 

cost of repentance and obedience.  Instead, our Lord told hard truths and he 

told them plainly.  He never softened the message that to be his disciple you 

must daily pick up a cross and follow him, that to save your life you must 

first lose it.  Think of what our Lord has been saying before our lesson this 

morning.  In Luke 12 he has declared that he has come to bring fire, the fire 

of judgement, upon the earth.  He has said that he has come to bring 

division, not peace, and because of him families would be divided, father 

against son and daughter against mother.  He has indicted as hypocrites those 

who have not spent as much time seeking and interpreting spiritual signs as 

they have concerned themselves about something as insignificant as the 

weather.  And if that weren’t enough, in our lesson today as we turn to Luke 

13, Jesus gets really offensive.   

Let’s look at our lesson.  It begins, 

 Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about 
the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. 

Now we don’t know much about these Galileans, other than the fact that 

they must have been the talk of the land.  We know that they were pilgrims 

come to Jerusalem for the Passover.  We know that because the bloodshed 

took place at the temple at Passover.  That was the only time that laymen—



Galilean or otherwise—were involved in the slaughter of animal sacrifices.  

We know that for some reason or other, true or not, Pilate must have thought 

them guilty of sedition or treason.  And he apparently had his soldiers fall 

upon them while they were at the temple itself, for their blood was mixed 

with the blood from the animals they had just offered in sacrifice.   

Now a common understanding of suffering in that day held that the 

victims of calamity and misfortune were guilty of extraordinary sins that 

they had managed to cover up.  For example, in John 9 we read these words: 

“As he went along he saw a man blind from birth.  His disciples asked him, 

‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’”  In 

Job 4, Eliphaz the Temanite, one of Job’s “comforters,” makes this 

observation as he seeks to get his friend Job to confess his sin: “Consider 

now: Who, being innocent, has ever perished?  Where were the upright ever 

destroyed?”  Let me paraphrase Eliphaz: Job—if you hadn’t had some secret 

sin lurking in your heart and life, this wouldn’t have happened to you.”  It is 

against this attitude that Jesus speaks: 

Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all 
the other Galileans because they suffered in this way?  I tell you, no!  
But unless you repent, you too will all perish.   

Sin brings tragedy.  There is no question about that.  But all tragedy is not 

necessarily due to the sin of any particular sufferer.   



 Now you might argue that the Galileans were, in fact, subversives.  

You might argue that Pilate was right in having them killed and that they 

only got what they deserved.  But you could not say that about the example 

Jesus offers next so that can be no mistaking his point.   

 Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on 
them—do you think they were more guilty that all the others living in 
Jerusalem?  I tell you, no!  But unless you repent, you will all perish. 

The tower of Siloam was found at the juncture of the south and east walls of 

the city.  It was here that an aqueduct was being constructed under the 

leadership of Pilate.  The collapse of the wall might have had something to 

do with this construction.  We don’t know.  But in any event, 18 people 

perished when it fell on top of them.  Were those people more guilty of sin 

than anyone else?  Jesus says “No.”  And he says it emphatically. 

 Jesus says something else too, and it is here the offense resides.  In 

fact, he has said it twice, “Unless you repent, you too will all perish.”  That 

is to say, “You are on the road to hell unless you change.”  J. C. Ryle, in 

commenting on this passage, made the point that we are all more ready to 

talk about other people’s deaths than our own.  Jesus, though, tells us that is 

the wrong attitude for us to take.  The proper response to tragedies of this 

magnitude is not for us to speculate about others, but for us to ask ourselves, 



“Should I have been found ready if this had happened to me?”  When faced 

with this sort of thing—deaths by government or accident, by floods in 

Illinois or car bombs in Basra, the Christian attitude is to ask, “Are my sins 

forgiven?  Have I really repented?  Am I ready to meet the Lord?”  That’s 

the point.  You see, one day, sooner or later, unless the Lord should return in 

the meantime, we will all die.  Some of us might be killed in a construction 

or traffic accident.  Some will get very sick.  Some will just die of old age.  

But however it happens, it will happen, and when it does, will we perish or 

not?  Will we go to heaven or hell? 

 Don’t take the answer to that question lightly.  And don’t downplay or 

seek to avoid the hard truth of Jesus’ twice repeated observation.  Will it be 

heaven or hell?  The answer has to do with whether or not you have 

repented.  Let me make a number of points about repentance.  First, what is 

repentance?  Repentance is a God wrought change of mind, heart and living.  

Let me get at it this way.  Repentance starts with a knowledge of sin.  There 

is something we must know if we are going to repent.  We must know that 

there is something wrong with us.  We must know there is something we 

must turn away from.  As the Heidelberg Catechism says, we must know 

“our sin and misery.”  Now what is wrong is not apparent to us with our 

natural eyes.  It is only through the Spirit of God that true spiritual sight 



comes.  And it is the Holy Spirit who illumines us to our true situation.  

When he does, we are convicted of our sin.  We look at our lives and see that 

there is something radically and fundamentally wrong.  We are moving in 

the wrong direction.  We are on a road that leads to destruction. 

 This bare knowledge, however, is not enough to work repentance in 

us.  More is needed.  And so after opening our minds to our true situation, 

the Holy Spirit works a godly sorrow for sins in our hearts.  Beloved, there 

are those who have come to terms with their sin.  They know they are 

sinners.  They have reconciled themselves to that fact.  They simply accept it 

and as sinners they will live and die.  They have made themselves 

comfortable in their sin.  You can think of it this way: They have head 

knowledge of their sin, but not heart knowledge.  I once spoke with a man 

who wouldn’t come to church.  He said that he didn’t think he was good 

enough, that if he were to come he would be a hypocrite.  I told him a couple 

of things.  I told him that of course he wasn’t good enough, but that was 

beside the point.  And I told him that he needed to humble himself.  He had 

to let his heart be broken because of his sin.  He had to see that he had 

wronged and angered a holy God and that he had to be truly sorry for his 

wrongdoing.  You see, he had reconciled himself to his status of sinner, but 



he hadn’t done the one thing God himself says in necessary for salvation.  

He hadn’t got sick of his sin and turned to Christ to be washed and changed.   

For repentance to take place you must know your sin and you must be 

heartbroken because of it.  And heartbroken, you must cry out to the Lord, 

confessing your sins to him and pleading for his mercy and grace.  You must 

have an attitude like David, who wrote, 

When I kept silent my bones wasted away 
through my groaning all day long. 

For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; 
my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. 

Then I acknowledged my sin to you 
and did not cover up my iniquity. 

I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord— 
and you forgave the guilt of my sin. 

 First, then, repentance is a change that starts with a knowledge of sin.  

It continues with a heart broken by sin.  And it expresses itself with a 

humble and contrite spirit in confession before God and a commitment to 

change.  Second, repentance shows itself publicly before men by a thorough 

breaking off from sin.  The repentant man is one who has turned his whole 

life around, who yearns to live in holiness and strives for sanctification.  

There are those who say, “I have been saved by grace.  I am free from the 

Law.  I can live as I please and do whatever I want.  I am under grace, not 



law.”  I can’t say how wrong this is.  It is a lie straight from the pit of hell.  

About 150 years ago Horatius Bonar, a wonderful Scottish preacher, wrote 

this, for there were those in his day too who were making this same false 

claim, that careless living was no big deal: 

Has not redemption rather made us doubly debtors?  We owe 
him more than ever; we owe his holy law more than ever; more 
honour, more obedience.  Duty has been doubled, not cancelled, by 
our being delivered from the law; and he who says that duty has 
ceased because deliverance has come, knows nothing of duty, or law 
or deliverance.  The greatest of all debtors in the universe is the 
redeemed man, the man who can say, ‘The life that I live in the flesh I 
live by the faith of the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for 
me.’ 

Beloved, those who have been saved are double debtors and no one 

has ever been saved who was not penitent.  No one has ever been saved in 

his sins; we can only be saved from our sins.  No one washed in the blood of 

Jesus has ever refused to mourn his sins, hating them and confessing them 

sincerely before God.  You can think of it this way: How could we ever be 

happy in heaven with a heart that loved and cherished sin?  The company of 

saints and angels would give us no pleasure.  We would not be “in tune” for 

an eternity of holiness.   

 Now let me be clear so there is not misunderstanding.  I am in no way 

saying that repentance earns us salvation.  It does not.  There is no merit in 



all our good works that would serve to pay our debt of sin, though it is true 

that our God delights in our small steps in obedience.  I am saying that if we 

have been saved, if we have a connection to Jesus through a living faith, we 

will be repentant people.  Jesus has come to be both our sanctification and 

our justification.  This is how Bishop Ryle puts it in his book entitled 

Holiness:   

He who supposes that Jesus Christ only lived and died and rose 
again in order to provide justification and forgiveness of sins of His 
people has yet much to learn.  Whether he knows it or not, he is 
dishonouring our blessed Lord, and making him only a half Saviour.  
The Lord Jesus has undertaken everything that his people’s souls 
require; not only to deliver them from the guilt of their sins by his 
atoning death, but from the dominion of their sins by placing in their 
hearts the Holy Spirit; not only to justify them, but also to sanctify 
them.  He is, thus, not only their “righteousness”, but their 
“sanctification.”  

Our old friend Martin Luther used the example of an apple tree in explaining 

this.  He said, in essence, “Imagine an apple tree in an orchard.  It is nothing 

but an old, dead stump.  It has no life in it.  (And when he said it had no life 

in it, he didn’t mean it had a little life in it.  He meant it was dead.)  By a 

sovereign miracle of God the tree is regenerated.  It is brought back to life.  

What happens when it is reborn?  It starts to make apples.  It bears fruit.  

Why?  Because that is what apple trees do.  They can’t help it.  When a 

person is reborn by the power of the Holy Spirit, what does he do?  He starts 

to do good works.  Why?  Because good works arise naturally out of his new 



nature.  A Christian can no more refuse to do good works than he can flap 

his arms and fly.  The very notion is absurd. 

We have seen what repentance is.  We have seen how it makes itself 

known.  Third, let me speak of the need for repentance.  Beloved, as Jesus 

makes clear in our lesson today, the need for repentance is universal.  

Everyone who does not repent will perish, for all have sinned and fallen 

short of the glory of God.  All people are born under sin.  Every single one 

with the exception of the Lord.  We are all born with hearts that naturally 

turn away from God and turn towards the self.  It has been this way ever 

since our first parents plunged us into sin and ruin by in disobedience eating 

of the forbidden fruit.  The theologians call this “original sin,” but we need 

to be clear.  Original sin doesn’t refer to the actual eating of the forbidden 

fruit, though that was the first sin.  Original sin refers to the consequences of 

that first sin.  As a result of that sin death came into the world.  It still 

touches us today.  Paul puts it this way: “Therefore just as sin entered the 

world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came 

to all men, because all sinned...”  Original sin teaches us that we are born 

morally and spiritually bankrupt.  From the very start of our lives we are 

unfit for the kingdom of God.  We all need to repent. 



So the question that faces us today is this.  Have we actually repented?  

Have you had a change of mind, a change of heart, a change of life?  Here 

are some tests.  Are the things of God more important to you than the things 

of man?  Are you bearing the fruit that befits repentance?  Do you look at 

your life and find love, joy, peace patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness and self-control?  I do not ask if you find these things perfected in 

your life.  You will not.  But do you find them at all—and do you see them 

growing slowly, day by day?  Let me give you a number of encouragements 

to repentance. 

First, Christ invites us to repent.  More than that, Christ commands us 

to repent.   

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will 
give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am 
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For 
my yoke is easy and my burden is light.   

Second, the Bible abounds in promises that Jesus will receive sinners who 

come to him.  Listen to these words from John’s Gospel: 

 I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved.  He 
will come in and go out, and find pasture.  The thief comes only to 
steal and kill and destroy.  I have come that they may have life, and 
have it to the full.   

And this: 



 My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.  
I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch 
them out of my hand.   

And this: 

 I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in me, 
though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in me 
shall never die.   

Third, there is joy in heaven over one sinner who repents.   

Philip Henry once said, “If I die in the pulpit, I would like to die 

preaching repentance, and if I die out of the pulpit I should like to die 

practicing it.”  Those are words for us to heed and to obey.  Repent and live.  

In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   


