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The Problem of Suffering
July 31, 2022

Luke 13:1-17
Key Verse 13:5 “I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”

Many people ask, “How can the good God allow sufferings?” The problem of suffering has puzzled many people. Today’s passage deals with the problem of suffering. Suffering comes from three sources; from human source, divine source, or Satanic source. It is critically important to discern where it comes from so that we may take appropriate action. If we try to lump them together and put them under one source, then we will come to the wrong conclusion and take the wrong action. If suffering comes from God, then the appropriate action is to accept it and use it for God’s glory. If the suffering comes from Satan, then we should attack it in the name of Jesus, saying, “You are set from your infirmity.” If the suffering is due to human factors, then we need to repent by examining our lives.

First, repent or perish (1-9). Look at verse 1. “Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices.” The Jews lived under an oppressive Roman governor named Pilate who was known for being ruthless and cold-hearted. He would later be known for crucifying Jesus Christ. Here, he appears to murder some innocent Galileans as they went to the temple to offer sacrifices and worship God. Later in verse 4 Jesus will tell us more about their present time when eighteen people died when the tower in Siloam unexpectedly fell on them. They too appear to be innocent victims of a terrible tragedy. Jesus’ time was marked by injustice, suffering and tragedy. It sounds a lot like our present time. Many people die unjustly under the rule of dictators like Kim Jong-Il, Burma Junta, or Putin. Those who came to Jesus probably shook their heads as they told Jesus of this tragedy. Maybe they shed tears as they heard the news or watched in stunned silence as they witnessed the tower falling on innocent women and children. They might have expected Jesus to feel sorrowful or to explain why God punished those Galileans. The Jews believed that suffering and sin are connected and that all suffering is in some way due to sin. Starting with that assumption, they then jumped to a wrong conclusion.

How did Jesus respond? Look at verses 2-3. “Jesus answered, ‘Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.’” Here Jesus tells us how to see the tragic things that happen in the world. In effect what Jesus was saying was this: ‘You people are asking the wrong question. You should be asking, ‘Why didn’t that tower fall on my head?’ Jesus rebuked the people for putting their amazement in the wrong place. What a sinful tendency to think that we all have some redeeming qualities, thus deserve to be included into heaven! We come to expect God to be merciful. From there we demand it. When it is not forthcoming, our response is anger against God, “It isn’t fair.” We soon forget that when Adam sinned, we have forfeited all rights to the gift of life. That I am drawing breath this morning is an act of divine mercy. God owes me nothing. I owe him everything. Every tragedy is a reminder that judgment day for all of us is coming closer. There is no one innocent before the holy God. One day it’ll all end; we’ll face the holy God and no excuse will matter then. Repent or you too will perish! So the right way to think of these disasters is to say that I deserve to be in those disasters and unless we repent, we will all have the same tragedy hit us. When you hear about airplane crash, your reaction should be, “Am I ready? Have I escaped God’s judgment?” Instead of talking about their disaster, we should think of our own death. The world’s reaction to a disaster is that those people who have died are innocent. Why should they have to suffer like that? But the Christians’ reaction should be, “I am guilty. Not they are innocent, but I am guilty because we all are.” And it is only by the mercy of God that I got safely here yesterday from Korea. It is only by the mercy of God that I did not get sick from covid a month ago and die.

When something unfortunate happens, we must not sit down in fatalism. We must repent. It may seem hard to repent when we are sorrowful or grieving because of misfortune. But it is the way to receive God’s help and to have spiritual victory. When we repent and turn to God, we can overcome 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 do not suffer from doubt of God’s love or from gloomy speculation. He protects us from the devil and gives us the wisdom and courage to work things out. The issue is not how you die, the issue is not from what you die. Real calamity is that you die without repenting, then you will face divine judgment and perish in hell. Jesus says that when you read about other people’s tragedies, make it personal. In verses 3-5, he uses the little word “you” 7 times. You stop talking about them, stop asking if there is something sinful in them. Some people are eager to discuss other people’s salvation. They always ask, “What about those who have never heard of the gospel?” Our response should be, “It is no business of yours. I am talking to you. What about you?” How easily do we discuss everybody else’s suffering, everybody else’s death, everybody else’s salvation. It is a pure excuse not to believe after hearing the gospel. 

Jesus helps to explain how to really repent by telling us a parable. 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. So 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? ‘Sir,’ the man replied, ‘leave it alone for one more year, and I’ll dig around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.’” Now, for a fig tree to be put in a vineyard is a very privileged position. Normally, they were outside the vineyard where the soil was too shallow for vines. When you put a fig tree in a vineyard, you can’t put vines there. And yet here is a man who put a fig tree in his vineyard, gave it every chance, watched over it, gave it the best soil, the most favored position. Please note that this tree is not three years old. Most fig trees do not produce until they are four or five years old. The three years is the amount of time he had been coming expecting to find fruit on it. The tree is probably seven or eight years old. Now, what is the man’s reaction? For three years, he has not had figs from that tree. For three years, he has given the best soil in the most favored position to this fig tree. After three years, what does he do? He cuts it down. If I don’t bring fruit to God, and if he gets nothing out of my ministry, then he has every right, and he is fully justified in cutting me out of this ministry. I am wasting his vineyard. 

The gardener is Jesus, and it is the Lord Jesus who intercedes with God and says,”give that person one more chance.” I wonder how many of us are sitting here this morning because Jesus intercedes for us with the Father and has asked him to give us another chance. Through this parable we can see that repentance is responding to the love and care of Jesus and the mercy of God on our lives. Repentance does not refer to moral uprightness, expressions of regret, or even a 180-degree turnaround. It refers to a renewed mind, to a new way of seeing things and a changed lifestyle. In this parable, we are the fig tree who fails to bear fruit in keeping with the will of the owner God himself. Jesus is the caretaker who intercedes on our behalf and gets us a break from the punishment we deserve. Notice how he nurtures the fig tree, digs around it and fertilizes it. All the fig tree has to do is to respond and bear the fruits of repentance. 

When we come to Jesus, he becomes our advocate, our lawyer who stands beside us and pleads our case before the Almighty God. Notice he begs the owner to give this fruitless tree another chance. By doing this he is in effect linking his future, his salary, his livelihood with the fruitfulness of this tree. He was taking a risk on this tree. He could have cut it down and planted something else guaranteed to bear fruit. If you looked at this tree’s past, there was nothing but failure. But he cares for this tree so much that he is willing to risk his future for it. In effect he is saying to the owner, don’t look at this tree’s past; Don’t look at the three fruitless years; Don’t look at the many failings and fallings; Don’t look at those three years but look at its future. Give it one more year. God is willing to look beyond my past mistakes, look beyond those times I rejected Him and neglected Him, look past those times when I was fruitless and faithless. Verse 9 says, “If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.” One day everyone will be called to give an answer for his or her deeds. God is going to call us to give account. One day God will say enough is enough for some people. May we respond to Jesus’ love and hope for each of us by bearing the fruit of repentance.

Second, Jesus sets us free from our infirmity (10-17). Look at verses 10-11. “On a Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues, and a woman was there who had been crippled by a spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and could not straighten up at all.” Luke says that this woman had been crippled by a spirit. Her body was crippled so that she could not straighten up at all. But worse, her inner person was crippled, bound by the power of the devil. She could not look up at God. She had no hope or vision to be useful and productive. She could only look at the ground in resignation and groan in deep fatalism. She must have asked, “Why did this happen to me?” She had been in this condition for a 18 long years. It was a direct demonic influence. Probably she had dabbled in the occult, that she had done something at some point in her life that had allowed an evil spirit to enter her, and this evil spirit had crippled her. She still came along to synagogue to worship, which shows that you can actually come and worship and still be in the grip of evil powers. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Here is a woman whose suffering is due to Satan. What is the appropriate reaction in that case? Jesus didn’t even wait for the woman to ask him to be healed. He went straight ahead and he tackled it and he removed it. Where suffering is due to Satan, this is the appropriate reaction. If suffering comes from God, the appropriate reaction is to accept it and learn its lesson. If suffering comes from human factors, the appropriate reaction is to repent. But if suffering has come from Satan, the appropriate reaction is to deal with it, to fight it, and to remove it in the name of Jesus. Look at verse 12a. “When Jesus saw her, he called her forward…” The moment Jesus saw her, he stopped teaching and paid full attention to her. He understood her deep agony of soul and took up her burden. So he called her forward. It was not easy for her to come forward to show others her ugly condition. But when she heard Jesus’ invitation, instead of remaining in her miserable situation and despair, she responded to Jesus’ call. Then Jesus gave life-giving word, “Woman, you are set free from your infirmity.” As Jesus spoke, the power and love of God touched her soul. She was released from Satan’s grip. She could straighten up for the first time in 18 years. She could look up at God. From deep in her soul, joy welled up and she praised God. People in the synagogue also praised God. Here we learn that Jesus is the Messiah who sets us free from our infirmities. Isaiah 53:4-5 says, “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.” Sin burdens our souls so heavily and cripples our spirits. The devil uses our sin to bind us as prisoners under his power. But Jesus died on the cross for our sins, shedding his holy blood to purchase our freedom. Jesus says to each of us, “You are set free from your infirmity.” Praise Jesus!

However, someone was not happy. It was the synagogue leader. He felt that Jesus ignored his synagogue rules. So he tried to assert his authority by saying, “There are six days for work. So come and be healed on those days, not on the Sabbath.’” This synagogue leader who probably knew this woman for most or all of her eighteen years does not say one word of praise or thanksgiving for her healing. Instead, his cold heart, lack of compassion and hypocritical life are revealed. If he himself was crippled for 18 years, he would not have minded on which day he was healed. Look at verse 16. “Then should not this woman, a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has kept bound for 18 long years, be set free on the Sabbath day from what bound her?” Jesus was not breaking the Sabbath by healing this woman. He was fulfilling the true meaning of the Sabbath by doing God’s work. Jesus had great love and respect for this woman. He calls her “a daughter of Abraham.” It was because she had faith in the Messiah, like Abraham. Out of his shepherd’s love, Jesus would not allow her to be bound even one more minute. Jesus set her free from bondage and enabled her to praise God and serve God. Jesus knew he would be persecuted for healing her on the Sabbath, but he decided to pay the cost in order to save this woman. Jesus is the good shepherd who laid down his life for the sheep.

In this passage we learned that suffering comes from three sources. If suffering comes from God, then the appropriate action is to accept it and use it for God’s glory. If the suffering comes from Satan, then we should attack it in the name of Jesus, saying, “You are set from your infirmity.” If the suffering is due to human factors, then we need to repent by examining our lives.

Big Idea: We need to discern the source of suffering and respond accordingly

