
 

  Sermon notes 
Preacher: Doug Timberlake 
Title:  “Why do bad things happen to good people?” 
Text:  Luke 13:1-5 
 
I asked my son, Jordan recently: “If I should preach about something, what would you want me to 
preach about?  He said: “Why bad things happen to good people” 
On a separate occasion, my middle son, Hudson, told me about a friend of his who gave her life to 
the Lord.  She was passionate about Jesus and even shared the Gospel with people.  The 
problem was that bad things kept happening to her so eventually she drifted away from the Lord 
as she kept asking “why do bad things keep happening to me when I am trying so hard to share 
the Gospel?” Hudson asked me: “What do you say to someone in this situation?” Hence this 
message today.  Let’s find the answer in God’s word. 
 
Text Luke 13:1-5 
“About this time Jesus was informed that Pilate had murdered some people from Galilee as they were offering sacrifices at the Temple. 2 “Do you think those Galileans were worse sinners than all 
the other people from Galilee?” Jesus asked. “Is that why they suffered? 3 Not at all! And you will 
perish, too, unless you repent of your sins and turn to God. 4 And what about the eighteen people 
who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them? Were they the worst sinners in Jerusalem? 5 No, 
and I tell you again that unless you repent, you will perish, too.” 

 
Worse sinners.  Jesus is asking them to compare who are the worse sinners, not that some are 
sinners and some not. The question implies we are all sinners.  I guess we all know that. Jesus 
outlines two cases here where people died.  He even asks: “Is that why they suffered?  Did they 
suffer because they were sinning more than someone else?”  And his answer is crystal clear. 
Pilate may have murdered those Galileans because he thought they were rebelling against Rome.  
They were good people.  They were offering sacrifices at the Temple.  Yet a really bad thing 
happened to them.  Why?   
If you are a Christian in North Korea, the government locks you up in jail and they lock your family 
up, even if they are not believers.  Bad things happen to good people. Why? 
We live in a very sinful world.  What about the recent bomb blast in Mogadishu - 231 dead and 
over 500 injured.  Why?  Were there Christians amongst the dead and injured?  Most likely.  Why 
does this happen to good people?  
 
There is a common thread here, in each case, someone decided to do something bad to some 
people. Pilate decided to murder the Galileans. The North Korean government decided to lock 
Christians and their families up. A terrorist group decided to plant the bomb. 
Now let’s apply some logic. We know God didn’t cause it to happen because he is a loving God.  
Besides, Jesus is clear in this passage, these people did not die because they are sinners.  So 
God did not cause this. We know God is all powerful so we know he can stop … 

a. The North Korean government, or 
b. The terrorist group, and he could have stopped Pilate 

It then raises this question. If bad things happen to good people, then God must have allowed it. 
Why, if he is a loving God, does he allow it? Because God gave man free choice and man is sinful.  
Pilate is exercising free choice.  The North Korean government is exercising free choice.  The 
terrorists are exercising free choice. 



What is clear from Jesus is that these people did not die because they are worse sinners.  They 
died because of free choice and the sin of those who did the evil deed.  
 
What about the tower in Siloam?  What’s that all about? 
Eighteen innocent people died when the tower fell over.  We do not know why this happened.  
Were they the worst sinners in Jerusalem?  Not at all! Do you remember the bridge over the M1 
that collapsed last year? Two people died.  Were they the worst sinners in Johannesburg?  Not at 
all! What about the recent hurricane Irma in Florida, USA? 134 died. Were they the worst sinners 
in Florida?  Not at all! What about the drought in the Cape? Why are we getting rain and they are 
not? Are the Capetonians greater sinners than us Gautengers?  Not at all.   
 
The same question sometimes gets asked when a Christian falls sick with terminal cancer or a 
permanent disease like diabetes. Why God?  Is it because I have done something wrong?  Why 
me?  Am I a worse sinner than someone else? Not at all! 
God designed a perfect world and he said to Adam and Eve in Genesis 2:16 “You may freely eat 
the fruit of every tree in the garden—17 except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. If you 
eat its fruit, you are sure to die.” Then the serpent came along and said: (Genesis 3:4), 4 “You 
won’t die!” the serpent replied to the woman. 5 “God knows that your eyes will be opened as soon 
as you eat it, and you will be like God, knowing both good and evil.” 
The Garden of Eden was a wonderful place to live in until Adam and Eve decided to exercise their 
free choice and be like God.  They then knew both good and evil, and from that day on, sin 
entered the world. We live in a world where these things happen.  People make evil decisions and 
natural disasters happen, and good people also suffer. These disasters can happen at any time.  
This is why Jesus places such huge emphasis on repeating certain phrases in this short passage.   
 
I know we have read the passage, but I want to show it to you again on a slide to highlight just 
how much Jesus repeated in this short passage.  It is very important. In those days, it was 
common for people to repeat things that were important. We cannot determine when a natural 
disaster is going to strike or when someone else is going to do something really evil, but we can 
make our own decisions … and these decisions are matters of life and death.  Jesus uses the 
word “you will perish” twice.  “Unless you repent and turn to God, you will perish too.” Jesus is encouraging us in this 
passage to repent and turn to him. Again, he says it twice, “repent”, and turn to God.  This is a 
critical issue that we must not delay on. It is not about whether we are worse sinners than 
someone else. We are all sinners. We established that upfront. The only issue is, have we 
repented of our sin and turned to God?  
 
Let’s deal with “you will perish too” first 
The word “too” means if you don’t repent and turn to God, you will die like those who Pilate 
murdered and those who died when the tower fell on them. But it is worse than that.  You will be 
eternally separated from God if you have not repented. You may think this is typically the question 
of salvation so this part does not apply to me because I am saved. This is such a vital issue, let’s 
not gloss over it. We must examine the Greek word for repent – metanoeō – It is a verb which 
means action. It means to change one’s life, based on a complete change of attitude and thought 
concerning sin and righteousness. These two words are linked. Sin is doing anything that is not in 
line with God’s law.  Righteousness is, is being right with God (2 Corinthians 5:21).  
How do you view sin and righteousness?  Are these just words or do you take them seriously? 
Metanoia is a noun.  It means a change of mind which results in a change of life and lifestyle.   
Luke 3: 8 John the Baptist is talking to the Pharisees: 8 Prove by the way you live that you have 
repented of your sins and turned to God. (These are the exact same words Jesus uses in today’s 
text) “Don’t just say to each other, ‘We’re safe, for we are descendants of Abraham.’ That means 
nothing, for I tell you, God can create children of Abraham from these very stones. 9 Even now the ax of God’s judgment is poised, ready to sever the roots of the trees. Yes, every tree that does not 
produce good fruit will be chopped down and thrown into the fire.” 



I am very passionate about the Gospel – Jesus died for you and me – so we must be careful of 
“selling” the easy Gospel to people that says, “pray the sinner’s prayer and you are in heaven”.  
That’s like saying “I am safe because I am a Christian now”.  This sounds very similar to what 
John the Baptist was warning against when he said: “Don’t just say to each other, ‘We’re safe, for 
we are descendants of Abraham.” When we decide to repent and follow Jesus as Lord, it means 
“to change one’s life based on a complete change of attitude and thought concerning sin and 
righteousness”.  We are made righteous with God when we give our lives to Jesus, but how can 
we carry on living the same way if we have repented and turned to God?  It does not make sense. 
 
Just this week, we were discussing this very issue at the South African Theological Seminary.  It is 
very serious that we Christians are hardly any different to the world. Something is very wrong, if 
we claim to be born again of the Spirit, repented of our sins, and turned to God, and then our life 
remains the same as usual from Monday to Saturday. Do we think that because we have come to 
church that everything will be ok on Monday? The first thing each one of us needs to examine, to 
be sure we do not perish, or end up not producing good fruit and being chopped down, is, are we 
born again of the Spirit?   
If you are not born again of the Spirit, please allow us the privilege of ministering to you this 
morning.  If you are born again, then please repent today and turn to God.  And if you have 
already done that, and you do not see fruit in your life, bash my door down, bash Norman’s door 
down, bash someone’s door down, but what even you do, passionately seek help.   
 
If God’s word is prompting you today to repent and turn to God, please do so now. 
 


