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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Our text, our gospel reading in which Jesus twice says, “unless 
you repent, you will all likewise perish,” and then he concludes 
our text with the words of the vinedresser, “Sir, let it alone this 
year also, until I dig around it and put on manure. Then if it 
should bear fruit next year; well and good; but if not, you can 
cut it down.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 The call to repentance is the normal course of God’s 

work. When people assume tragic events mean that God is 

punishing sinners, they incorrectly assume (1) that He would 

not first call to repentance, but immediately destroy, and (2) 

that they themselves are not sinners who deserve the same 

punishment, but see themselves as the righteous who may 

discern the situation and cast judgment upon those involved. 

 Did not the disciples project themselves to be above sin 

when they asked, “Who sinned, Lord, this man or his parents, 

that he would be born blind?” Do we not project ourselves to 

be above sin when pondering, “Who sinned, the Ukrainian 

citizens or the Russian citizens, that their lives would be 

harmed or even destroyed by this war?”  
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But, once we are set straight in realizing we, too, are 

sinners deserving the same fate – that we too would deserve 

war to ruin our homeland, or we too are sinners who would 

deserve to be born with terrible effects of the Fall, or to have a 

tower fall on us, or have our blood mixed in the sacrifices of 

our enemies! – then how grateful we are to hear that God’s 

normal course of action is not to curse, but to call to 

repentance.  

 Truly, the call to repentance, the preaching of the Law 

and the Law’s bringing to light our sin, is just as much an act of 

divine patience as it is an act of divine judgment. And yet, 

instinctively, we are also correct in hearing that the call to 

repentance means we are on the path to judgment and better 

turn around quickly before we destroy ourselves and are 

condemned by the Law’s curse upon sin.  

 In our Old Testament reading, is not the entire 

description of our Lord’s just dealing with sinners predicated on 

the warning, the call to repentance, that is charged upon the 

watchman of His people?: First and foundationally, we hear the 

Lord say to his preachers, “If I say to the wicked, O wicked one, 

you shall surely die, and you [, preacher,] do not speak to warn 

the wicked to turn from his way…” 
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 Notice that! That the call to turn from the way of sin is, 

by the Lord’s own definition, a warning, a warning of love 

about the wrath that is to come.  

 How does John the Baptist say it to the proud and 

impenitent pharisees: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you 

to flee from the wrath to come?” In other words, How has God 

been gracious also to you, that you would have warning… a 

warning and call to repentance you do not take seriously 

because you come in deceit, feigning repentance in the public 

eye so as to keep your reputation among men.”  

 Yes, John the Forerunner knows that the call to 

repentance is a preaching of salvation. For that call to 

repentance includes the divine warning – from God Himself – 

to turn from sin’s way. 

 And, as the Lord says to the prophet Ezekiel in the Old 

Testament reading, where that warning has come, then God 

will deal with sinners according to his faithfulness: “As I live, 

declares the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the 

wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live.” 

 Yes, how our God desires our salvation! Did we not hear 

our Savior lament over Jerusalem last week that his fervent 
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desire (his ) was their salvation, but they would not… they 

had no such , desire, no willingness to repent? 

 Thus, in words of simple divine faithfulness to His Law 

and Gospel, the Lord explains through the prophet Ezekiel: 

“And you, son of man, say to your people, The righteousness of 

the righteous shall not deliver him when he transgresses.” In 

other words, you may believe you have been righteous in all 

things, but your total righteousness can not save you from even 

one sin.  

 The Lord continues: “As for the wickedness of the 

wicked, he shall not fall by it when he turns from his 

wickedness.” In other words, when one repents, the Lord will 

save him from all that one’s wickedness. Does not the apostle 

John say, “As we confess our sins, God is faithful and just and 

will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness.”  Such is the redeeming work of Christ’s 

death, the rich merit of his blood, for the Sacred Scripture says, 

“the blood of Jesus Christ, God’s Son, cleanses us from all 

unrighteousness.” 

 Now then, in God’s appeal to Ezekiel, we have heard the 

simple divine justice on both accounts: the one who thinks he is 
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righteous will die by his sin; the one who repents of his 

wickedness is safe in God’s faithfulness to His Messiah.  

 Hear it from the mouth of the Lord one more time:  

 
“Though I say to the righteous that he shall surely live, yet if 
he trusts in his righteousness and does injustice, none of his 
righteous deeds shall be remembered, but in his injustice 
that he has done he shall die. Again, though I say to the 
wicked, ‘You shall surely die,’ yet if he turns from his sin and 
does what is just and right, if the wicked restores the 
pledge, gives back what he has taken by robbery, and walks 
in the statutes of life, not doing injustice, he shall surely 
live; he shall not die.  None of the sins that h has committed 
shall be remembered against him. He has done what is just 
and right (namely, he has fled to Christ’s righteousness); he 
shall surely live.” 

 
As this is the word of the Lord, and – note this carefully – as 

this is the word of the Lord to His people Israel and to the 

watchmen of His Church, then this is a normal part of life in the 

Church. Do we not learn in the Catechism that Confession and 

Absolution is not the sacrament by which unbelievers become 

Christians; it is the Sacrament by which Christians wrestle 

against their sinfulness and are daily forgiven and kept in their 

baptismal identity as God’s children. 

But, in keeping with our Old Testament reading, what 

else is included in the Small Catechism’s discussion of 
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Confession and Absolution? Do we not also learn of the Office 

of the Keys as carried out by God’s watchmen for the benefit of 

the Church? 

In other words, the call to repentance is a standard work 

of the pastoral office. If you do not want your pastor to call to 

repentance or to believe in the power of the call to repentance, 

you also do not want a patient and long-suffering God. When 

you tell your pastor to stop calling to repentance, you proudly 

claim the right and ability to stand before God in your own 

righteousness, that He may judge you for your supposed 

righteousness. Pride may have cometh before the fall, but it 

also cometh before self-exclusion from God’s grace and 

condemnation before God’s holiness.  

We Christians must recognize that the call to 

repentance is not just for ‘sinners out there.’ It’s for sinners 

right here. How often are the epistles teaching and 

admonishing Christians to repent and resist their Old Adam 

ways? Consider how St Paul points to the Church of the Old 

Testament to teach the Corinthians in our Epistle reading:  

“Now these things took place as examples for us, that we 
might not desire evil as they did. Do not be idolaters as 
some of them were; as it is written, ‘The people sat down to 
eat and drink and rose up to play.” We must not indulge in 
sexual immorality as some of them did, and twenty-three 
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thousand fell in a single day. We must not put Christ to the 
test, as some of them did and were destroyed by serpents, 
nor grumble, as some of them did and were destroyed by 
the Destroyer. Now these things happened to them as an 
example, but they were written down for our instruction, 
on whom the end of the ages has come.” 

 
Notice what sins Paul points to: idolatry, sexual 

immorality, putting Christ to the test, grumbling. And, notice!: 

Who must be careful to avoid such things? Who must resist 

such things?: “We must not [do these things]”, he says over 

and over again. Not ‘they, out there,’ but “we, the Church, we 

must avoid these sins.” Yes, within the Church can be found 

sins of idolatry, sexual immorality, putting Christ to the test, 

grumbling over God’s holy will and daily provision. Within the 

Church and among God’s people these temptations and sins 

occur, so that the call to repentance is naturally found in and 

for the Church. How does Paul conclude his words?: “Therefore 

let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall.”  

Now, all of that brings us to the words of our Lord and 

Savior himself: “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” 

That should send a chill down our self-righteous spines. The 

Church is not above the need for the Gospel; nor have we 

outgrown the Gospel. We do not merely acknowledge the 

Gospel as some customary rite within our otherwise God-
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pleasing worship; the Gospel is our lifeline and salvation! The 

gifts of God are not for the self-righteous; they are for the 

penitent. The Sacraments bestow the forgiveness of sins, not 

the seal of approval that you need no forgiveness.  

And yet, thanks be to God, for the Church of God’s care 

and keeping, the Sacraments do actually bestow the 

forgiveness of sins! That brings us to our parable, doesn’t it? 

For, to be sure, the parable is about the vineyard (the Church) 

of God (and not about ‘those sinners out there’)… but the 

parable is not really about the uncertainty of the fig tree being 

cut down. Though on the surface, there is a very uncertain feel 

to the fate of that fruitless fig tree, the conclusion really rests 

on the trustworthiness and skill of the vinedresser, doesn’t it?  

It’s really about the reputation and ability of the vinedresser to 

bring life back to the fig tree. 

When Jesus laments over Jerusalem, he curses a fig tree 

to show Jerusalem’s demise… its demise because it rejects its 

Savior. But in the testament sealed by the cross, He gives His 

Church certain reason to hope in his promises, have life in his 

forgiveness, and bear fruit in keeping with repentance. And, its 

hope is specifically because – by his death – Christ the 

vinedresser is at one with His Church. And, through his tools 
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(his means and instruments of grace), he gives to and nurtures 

life back into His Church. 

Thus, in the parable of our text, he stakes his reputation 

on providing the fig tree all it needs. “Sir, let it alone this year 

also, until I dig around it and put on manure.” To dig around it 

and work the soil is the sweat and toil of love and proper care. 

The work may disrupt, it may be uncomfortable – but the call 

to repentance is an act of love and proper care. Hasn’t the 

entire lesson up to this point been about the call to 

repentance, the need to repent lest one perish, be cut down 

and thrown into the fire?  

But with the toil and sweat of the call to repentance also 

comes the soothing work of adding nutrients that strengthen 

and sustain and cause to bear fruit. It might not seem reverent 

and holy to compare the Gospel and its Sacraments to manure, 

but every gardener knows there is nothing richer, nothing 

healthier, for the plant than the nutrients that fertilize and 

strengthen and foster growth, that the plant may bear 

abundant fruits that prove its good health. 

On Easter morning, Mary believed the risen Jesus to be 

the gardener. Coincidental or not, she wasn’t far off. To be 

sure, no mere earthly gardener near some tomb of Jerusalem… 
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but the divine and trustworthy and skilled gardener who 

lovingly, patiently, diligently gives life to His Church – digging 

up your sins and calling you to repentance that He might feed 

and fertilize and nurture you with His forgiveness and faith’s 

strengthening and the new life that bears abundant fruit. 

 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
March 20, 2022 


