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UNCLEAN HANDS 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

Luke 13:1-19 

Repent or Perish 

13 There were some present at that very time who told him about the Galileans whose 

blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2 And he answered them, “Do you think 

that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they 

suffered in this way? 3 No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish. 

4 Or those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them: do you think 

that they were worse offenders than all the others who lived in Jerusalem? 5 No, I tell 

you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” 

The Parable of the Barren Fig Tree 

6 And he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he 

came seeking fruit on it and found none. 7 And he said to the vinedresser, ‘Look, for 

three years now I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down. 

Why should it use up the ground?’ 8 And he answered him, ‘Sir, let it alone this year 

also, until I dig around it and put on manure. 9 Then if it should bear fruit next year, well 

and good; but if not, you can cut it down.’” 

 

 

“Do you think these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans?”  

(Luke 13:2) 

 

About a year ago, another former Nazi was brought to trial. Oskar Groening was an SS 

guard at Auschwitz from 1942 to 1944. It is believed that in the summer of ’44 alone, 

425,000 Hungarian Jews were brought to Auschwitz, 300,000 of them sent to the gas 

chambers. Groening’s job was to take the money confiscated from the prisoners, 

count it, sort it, and send it on to Berlin.  
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He had already been arrested back in the 1980’s, but charges were dropped 

because of a lack of evidence of Groening’s personal involvement in the deaths of 

prisoners. Then, two years ago a new charge was brought – accessory to murder. 

That’s where this case gets interesting. Groening has long confessed that he was an 

eyewitness to the atrocities at Auschwitz, but he has also long denied that he is legally 

guilty. However, he has confessed that his hands are not clean in the matter of killing 

Jews at Auschwitz. At his trial last year, he stated, “For me, there is no question that I 

share moral guilt. I ask for forgiveness. I share morally in the guilt, but whether I am 

guilty under criminal law, you will have to decide.” 

 

It makes sense to us what Groening is saying. Obviously, there were worse sinners at 

Auschwitz than Oskar Groening. Joseph Mengele for one. He was the one who 

decided who would live and who would die. But what sort of affect does that have on 

our own confession and repentance, when we can always think of worse sinners than 

ourselves? 

 

A report of worse sinners was what Jesus apparently received one day. Jesus had 

been warning His people of a holocaust they were heading for in those days. The Jews 

and the Romans were on a collision course. Twice in chapter eleven Jesus uses the 

term “this generation.” In chapter twelve, Jesus talks about reading the signs of the 

times. So, someone reported to Jesus an event that was eerily a sign of what was to 

come. Some Galileans had been in the temple. Offering sacrifices.  

 

Well, Galilee was where the rebel camps were located. Governor Pilate sent his 

Roman storm troopers into the temple to kill some Galileans right then and there, 

mingling their blood with the blood of their sacrifices. Receiving the report of it, Jesus 

said, “Do you think these Galileans were worse sinners than yourselves? Are you 

thinking to yourselves, ‘These Galileans are someday gonna bring war down on our 

heads, aren’t they?’”  

 

Then, Jesus brought up another example of what His audience thought of as “worse 

sinners.” Some folks were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them. They were most 

likely construction workers involved in another of Pilate’s atrocities. Pilate was building 
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one of those famous Roman aqueducts right there in Jerusalem, using the pool of 

Siloam as the water source. Using money from the temple treasury to finance the 

project. Church offerings?  Offerings given to God being used to build municipal 

infrastructure?  Blasphemy! Sacrilege! Didn’t those construction workers deserve to be 

crushed? Jesus asked. Were they not worse sinners than the folks listening to His 

preaching? 

 

No, Jesus answered. For both atrocities, Jesus spoke tenderly out of a shepherd’s 

concern, “No. Those killed were not worse sinners than you. Your hands are not clean, 

either. Repent or perish.”  

 

Well, what do modern-day Midwesterners think about that? Several years ago, a 

survey was conducted in a certain state here in the Midwest. Which teachings of 

Christianity did Midwesterners accept, and which did they reject? Some admitted 

they were prone to mistakes, but they did not think of themselves as sinful. They 

rejected that teaching. How many of those surveyed thought that? One-third. Which 

wouldn’t have been too bad, but all of those surveyed belonged to a Christian 

denomination. 

 

Why was that given as an answer by so many? Perhaps, it’s because we can always 

think of someone worse than ourselves. We watch TV. We watch the news. We know 

that there are persons out there who are utterly evil. Few of us would deny that a 

clear-cut act of evil has no place in a Christian’s life. But how many of us actually 

believe that any of our acts fall into the category of evil? This may be because in the 

West we tend to separate what is spiritual from what is practical. We know what Jesus 

commands in the Sermon on the Mount. Turn the other cheek. An eye for an eye is a 

forbidden way of thinking or behaving. Love your enemies. Do not worry about your 

life, what you will eat or what you wear.  

 

But we tend to see these commands as separate from what is practical. Are we now 

talking about Americans in general? No. Are we now talking about Christians in 

general or Midwestern Christians in general? No. We are talking about you and me. 

We tend to see the commands in the Sermon on the Mount as separate from how we 

deal with money, separate from what we believe about our rights as Americans, 
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separate from who we stand behind politically and to what extent we stand behind 

certain nations politically, separate from what we watch, and separate from how we 

make decisions in our jobs. In these things and others we tend to be practical. We 

tend to see these things from a practical point of view.  We make decisions about 

them from a practical point of view. What we do not see is how far we have drifted 

from the Biblical point of view. Our hands are not clean. We say, “But aren’t there 

worse sinners than us?’ What does Jesus say? Tenderly, with the concern of a 

shepherd, Jesus says to you and to me, “No. There are just sinners. All sin. All die. All 

suffering and death is due to the problem of sin in a fallen world. Do you want to die 

once or die twice? Repent or perish.” 

 

It was after those words that Jesus then told a parable about a fig tree, planted in a 

vineyard, and about a conversation between the vineyard owner and his employee, 

the vinedresser. Could these two be God and Jesus? Or might they more likely be two 

sides of the conversation within God’s heart. For God is a God of justice, and He is a 

God of mercy. In His justice and judgment God says, “I have been waiting for this fig 

tree to repent, to bear the fruit of repentance for three years. Why wait any longer? 

May it perish. Cut it down.” But God in His mercy says, “Let it alone yet this one more 

year. Forgive. Have mercy. Because I will give another Galilean whose blood Pilate will 

mingle with the Passover sacrifices. Sin must be punished with death. I will punish it 

while My Son bears it upon a cross.”  

 

So the hands of God’s Son would not be clean. The blood on His pierced hands 

sterilizes our own. The blood on His pierced hands radically removes every trace or 

taint of disobedience from our own.  

 

For what purpose? So that we have carte blanche to go back to separating the 

spiritual and the practical?  Of course not. The power to repent, to bear the fruit of 

repentance, is not in us. But here in the parable Jesus tells what else God does for us 

besides give us reprieve and forgive us. In His mercy also, God says that help will come 

to us from the outside. From Himself.  
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Once again God’s hands will not be clean. “I will dig around the fig tree and put on 

manure.” What does this mean? Well, God has already applied Jesus’ death to us, 

cleansing us from all unrighteousness, making us dear lambs of the Shepherd. Then, 

won’t God apply to us also Jesus’ resurrection? Jesus’ resurrection is the digging 

around and the manure. As Jesus’ empty tomb was in a garden, so God gives us new, 

resurrection life in a “gardeny” sort of way. “Digging around and putting on manure” 

speaks of gardens and new life and springtime. Jesus’ resurrection raises us to new life 

of leaving behind more and more the practical, rising daily to a Biblical point of view 

and way of doing things, a Sermon on the Mount way of living.  

 

We cannot do it on our own of course, nor we will do it perfectly. It is not in us to 

repent. The power is from outside of us… from the unclean hands of Jesus. From the 

tender, bloody hands of our loving Shepherd. From the manure and dirt-laden hands 

of Jesus who both calls us to repent and works in our lives through His Word and Supper 

and Baptism. As it says in 2 Peter 3:9: “He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to 

perish, but wanting everyone’s repentance.”      

 

Amen 

 


