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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
 
Repent! You’ve seen the billboards.
Repent! You’ve seen the handmade signs stuck in the ground at the edge of cornfields.
Repent! In doing a Google image search, I found all sorts of signs with this command.
      Repent! It’s not too late.
      Repent! The end is near.
      Repent! Hell is still hot in case you forgot.
 
We gather this morning on the third Sunday in Lent and hear Jesus’ refrain, Repent!
 
Both of Jesus’ examples in our gospel reading this morning conclude in the same way: unless you repent, 
you will all perish as they did. He retells stories about people killed in violent ways, reflective of Pilate’s 
brutal practices recorded in history.
 
Do you think these Galileans suffered because they were worse sinners? Jesus asks.
Do you think the eighteen who died in the tower collapse were worse offenders?
“No, I tell you,” Jesus answers his own questions, “Unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.”
 
Paul’s message to the Corinthians has the same theme. Repent! Change your ways. “I do not want you to be 
unaware brothers and sisters,” Paul begins. We have examples from our shared faith history of people who 
needed to repent. Paul points to the idolaters, those who ate and drank and played. He points to the 
sexually immoral, those who put Christ to the test. In his third example, which might hit a little closer to 
home, Paul points to those who complained. All of these serve us as examples, Paul writes. “So if you think 
you are standing, watch out that you do not fall.”
 
Repent! We can deal with this imperative, this command, in a variety of ways. For some people of faith, the 
act of repentance is seen as a one-time deal. Repent once, get baptized, and never worry about how you act 
again. 
 
For others repentance is summed up in a list of rules. Repent and sign on the dotted line of the good 
behavior list. If you follow the list of rules, you are good to go. 
 
“Unless you repent,” Jesus says, “you will all perish as they did.”
 
Pastor Brian Stoffregen points out that in our gospel text, “the verb ‘to repent’ (metanoeo) is in the present 
tense (subjunctive), which implies continual action = ‘be repentant’ or ‘continue to repent’ or ‘keep on 
repenting,’" is what Jesus is saying. Repentance “is not a one-shot event that saves one from "perishing," but 
a lifestyle of penitence,” Stroffregen concludes.
 
While we set aside Lent as a season of repentance, the act of repenting is a continual, and very important 
part of our lives as followers of Christ.
 
Christian repentance is the reorientation of our lives, all that we have and all that we are. Christian 
repentance is the reorientation of our lives toward God in Jesus Christ. We confess that we are in bondage 
to sin and cannot free ourselves. We have sinned. We have not loved. We are dust and to dust we shall 
return.
 
Jesus comes bearing law in today’s gospel, “unless you repent, you will perish.”
Jesus speaks the law and then tells the parable about the fig tree. After having a fig tree planted, the owner 
of the vineyard returns. “See here!” he says, “For three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, 
and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?”
 
Let it perish, the vineyard owner seems to be saying. I don’t see anything good coming of it. Cut it down! 
These are harsh words. These are words of judgment, words of law. No fruit is coming from the tree. Cut it 
down.
 
But the gardener replies: “Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. If it 
bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.”
 
Let me try, the gardener asks. Let me nurture this tree, provide it with good fertilizer. Give me a chance with 
the tree, if my efforts don’t work, you can turn it into mulch. Give me a year. 
 
The good news in this parable comes in the year of the fig. The gardener pleads on behalf of the fruitless 
tree and promises to care for it. The tree itself cannot grow without proper care. The fig in this parable 
cannot flourish without the work of the gardener. His plea for another year represents his work and his 
effort on behalf of the fig tree.
 
While Christian repentance is a reorientation of our selves, our time, and our possessions toward God in 
Christ Jesus, we recognize that such reorientation is possible only because of the plea and because of the 
promise made most real on another tree, one in the shape of a cross.
 
Careful not to get all puffed up about our practices of penitence, we remember what Jesus did when he died 
on the cross for the sin of the world. Without Jesus’ death and resurrection, we are truly no more than dust. 
Jesus conquered death so that we might live. Jesus overcame the grave so that we might know life and life 
abundant. 
 
Now, this doesn’t mean that we stop reorienting ourselves toward God. And, this doesn’t mean we abandon 




