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Why do bad things happen to good people?  If I had a nickel for every time someone asked me 
that, especially as a student of the Bible, I would have a lot of nickels.  It’s really a question that baffles
a lot of people, many of them Christians.  Have you ever been cornered by that question?  Well, I hope
we can get after that question a little bit today with a story about Jesus from the gospel of Luke.  I 
think you’ll find the answer kinda…scandalous.  

I want you to think back a couple years to Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans.  You know the 
story.  The hurricane comes, and the levees that the government of New Orleans put in place break 
and flood the city, destroying property, ways of life, and people.  So, were the people of New Orleans 
bad people? Did they deserve what happened to them?

Last year, a member of the congregation in Georgia that I served received major injuries when 
he was dragged by a car.  He was a Georgia State Patrol officer and had pulled over a man suspected of
drug trafficking.  The man drove off while the officer was reaching into the car.  So, was my friend a 
bad guy?  Did he deserve what happened to him?

It’s when we hear stories like this that we are most frustrated with the question, “Why do bad 
things happen to good people?”  But let’s turn it on its head for a second.

Do you know the story of Sodom and Gomorrah?  A number of you probably do, but if you 
don’t that’s fine.  It’s not exactly a “Sunday School” story.  Sodom and Gomorrah were two towns with
a bad reputation with God.  They were places where all sorts of sin happened.  It was a place where 
everyone did whatever he or she wanted, even up to trying to rape people who would visit their town.
It was a terrible place.  I’ll spare you all the details, but basically, at the end of the story, God totally 
destroys both towns.  Were the people from Sodom and Gomorrah bad people? Did they deserve 
what happened to them?  

What if a contingent of ISIS radicals were headed to bomb a school in Franklin, but they hit a 
patch of black ice on the way, crashed into a ditch and their own bomb went off in their van, killing all 
of them.  Would they be bad people?  Would they be getting what they deserved?

So, were your answers all the same, or were they different?  Did all these groups of people 
deserve what they got?  

Well, it turns out, that’s not such a foreign question, even in the Bible.  See, there was a group 
of people who were asking Jesus the very same question in Luke 13.  Let’s read the story.  

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

So, some people come to Jesus and tell him about a group of Israelites who had been making 
their normal animal blood sacrifices like God had prescribed in the Old Testament, but while they 
were making those sacrifices, some of the men of Pontius Pilate, yes that Pontius Pilate, came and 
murdered them so the blood of those making the sacrifices was mixed with the blood of their 
sacrifices.  Now, we have no reason to believe that those making the sacrifices were doing anything 
inherently wrong, in fact, quite the opposite. When these people ask Jesus about what happened to 
these Galileans, they use them as an example of doing the right thing, but getting a horrible result.  
Now, if you’re wondering how I got that, it’s from the context of the previous chapter , but the point 
is, they’re asking the question, “Why do bad things happen to good people?”

They of course offer the solution that many people offer.  The reason bad things happen to 
good people is that they weren’t really that “good” in the first place.  Maybe they were secretly very 



bad people.  And we can maybe make a parallel, right?  I hearing with Hurricane Katrina, that God was
punishing the city of New Orleans for the terrible things that happen for Mardi Gras or the huge 
voodoo culture there.  By that logic, it seems rather reasonable.  God hates sin, sex outside of 
marriage, drunkness, violence, and superstition are all sinful.  God punishes sin.  That’s clear as day in 
the Bible, but Jesus gives a scandalous answer to the situation posed by these people. 

2 Jesus answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other 
Galileans because they suffered this way? 3 I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all 
perish. 4 Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do you think they 
were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5 I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you 
too will all perish.”

Schwat?!? Jesus says, nope, the Galileans were not any worse sinners than anyone else, and he 
adds another story to back it up.  A group of 18 people were killed when a building collapsed on them,
and Jesus they weren’t any worse than anyone else either!  What is going on here?  Doesn’t God 
punish sin?  Don’t bad people get what they deserve?

So here’s where the rubber hits the road.  Obviously, what we often think of as “being good” is 
not how God thinks is “being good.”  So, the criteria is different.  And we could go through the criteria,
but nothing seems to match.  The “good people” to whom all this stuff happened were from different 
types of cultures, some were Christians some weren’t, they were both men and women, children and 
adults, so what is it?  It’s sin.  Bad things happen to people who sin.  And I don’t think there’s one of 
us in here who hasn’t sinned.  We all have our little moments of selfishness, our repeated arrogance, 
our just blatant disregard of other people’s feelings, and our inability to love God with all of our heart, 
all of our soul, all of our mind, and all of our strength.  So, here’s the honest truth…and it might offend
you, but I have to say it.  We all deserve to die, yesterday.

You know who really had his finger on that truth?  The thief on the cross next to Jesus as he 
died.  As Jesus was dying on the cross, there was a man on his right and another on his left also on 
crosses.  One of the men was mocking Jesus, trying to goad him into saving himself if he really was the
Son of God, but the other thief said something very interesting.  To the mocking thief, he said, “Don’t 
you fear God, since you are under the same sentence? We are punished justly, for we are getting 
what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” 

We are being punished justly, for we are getting what our sins deserve.  Interesting words, 
aren’t they?  Of course, this man was not talking about being hung on a cross as punishment for a 
crime, he was saying that a horrible suffering that ended in death was what every sinner deserves, 
and they were both getting it.  

Turns out, you and I are not too different from the thief.  He was just in the wrong place at the 
wrong time.  He died a slow and painful death as punishment for all his sins. That was life happened to
him.  The fact that you haven’t been and probably won’t die a slow painful death is because you 
happened to be in the right place at the right time.  You live in a country where people don’t die by 
crucifixion, but you and the thief, you will get what your sins deserve.  So, the truth here really is, 
whether you’re a thief in first century Rome, a resident of New Orleans in 2005, a member of ISIS, or 
just an average American from Franklin trying to live your life, death is coming for you.  

But here’s the scandal… “But this man has done nothing wrong.”  You get sinfulness, you 
understand punishment, and even though we don’t like to admit it, we have to say that death comes 
to even people the world sees as “good.”  “But this man has done nothing wrong.”  Suddenly, the 
question isn’t about whether this person is good or bad or deserves punishment.  You have to answer 



the question, “Who is this guy who has done nothing wrong, and why is he suffering what I deserve?” 
Well, Jesus tells us a parable to explain.

6 Then he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree growing in his vineyard, and he went to look
for fruit on it but did not find any. 7 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?’ 8 “ ‘Sir,’ the man replied, ‘leave it alone for one more year, and I’ll dig 
around it and fertilize it. 9 If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.’ ” 

In this parable, God the Father is the owner of the vineyard, and he looks at us and says, “There
is nothing good here.  They are sinners, they don’t deserve to live.  Cut. Them. Down!”  But a man 
steps in the way, and says, “No. I’m going to do something with these worthless plants.”  

Brothers and sisters, even though none of us is good and none of deserves even to live today, 
Jesus has stepped in front of God’s wrath over our sin and has promised to make us into something 
we are not.  And here’s the scandal by which he did it.  He died even though he had done nothing 
wrong, so that when God looks at us, he sees worthwhile, fruit-producing plants who are valuable and
useful in his vineyard.

The fact is, bad things happened to a good person only once.  Jesus stood in front of the 
immensity and intensity of God’s anger at sin and the punishment of death that every person 
deserves and takes it all on himself.  The one who had no sin became sin for us so that we may have 
no sin in God’s eyes.  Because he made that sacrifice, life is waiting for me when this life ends.  

You know, I really do love spring in Wisconsin.  Usually after a long hard winter where we all 
kinda got a little cranky and angry at each other, we get to walk outside to warm air, increasingly more
green trees and sunshine that actually makes us feel warm again.  I love being outside in a Wisconsin 
summer, and I love it because I get to see the hand of God in so many blessings that he give us 
through this world he created, but I have to remind myself that when I look at trees, lakes, animals, or 
feel the warm sun, I’m only seeing God’s hand.  I need to go someplace else to see he heart.

I need to go to a hill outside Jerusalem on a day where the sun doesn’t shine, in fact it refuses 
to shine.  There I see a man who barely looks like a man anymore suspended between heaven and 
earth.  That man has done nothing wrong, but for me, one who has done everything wrong, he hangs 
there dying.  God dies to appease his own judgment of death on those who sin.  What a scandal, that 
God himself would die for me.

I can’t help myself but look up at my God and wonder, what ever could I do to thank him?  Well,
he gives me the answer.  Repent.  Repent of your sins.  Admit that you have sin in your life and bring it 
to his cross where those sins are paid for.  Jesus has stepped in front of the wrath of God and has 
given you the chance and the motivation to repent.  So, whatever it is, whether it’s a big sin your life 
you can’t get over, or a pile up of little repeated guilty pleasures, bring them to the Lord who has paid 
for them, and scandalous as it may sound, he will forgive them.


