
Sermon for March 24th, 2019  Pastor Adam Dichsen 
“God on the Move… over the Fence"  page !1

God is on the move… again!  Lent began 
with Jesus moving into the desert, a move 
that brought him into a conflict with the 
devil.  Three times Jesus was tempted, each 
time tempted to give up his identity as God’s 
beloved child.  Three times he overcame 
temptation, assuring us that God’s move into 
the desert was also God’s move towards us, 
that in Jesus we are moved to find strength 
and security in our own identity as God’s 
beloved children.  Then God was in the 
move against all obstacles.  Jesus, while 
gathering many followers in his ministry, 
also made many enemies.  Many felt 
threatened by the miracles, healings, and 
teachings of Jesus, but he didn’t let them 
stop him.  Herod the fox couldn’t stop Jesus, 
and ultimately neither could death itself.  
And it’s in Jesus that we are moved to find 
strength to face our own obstacles, and to 
trust that God is with us in an unstoppable, 
uncontainable, uneliminateable presence.   

And today, God is on the move again!  
Today God is on the move over the fence.  
I’m sure you’ve heard the phrase, “the grass 
is always greener on the other side of the 
fence.”  We have a habit of looking over the 
fence and into the lives of others, whether in 
real life, television, or social media.  
Sometimes when we look over the fence we 
feel inadequate.  We think the grass is 
greener where they are and we wish we had 
more or could do more to be more.  Oher 
times when we look over the fence we do so 
in judgment.  If we see someone struggling, 
sometimes we find comfort in judging that 
they are getting what they deserve.   

This is what happens in our gospel reading 
today.  Someone tells Jesus about an 
uprising in the temple where Pilate 
responded with swords, slaughtering the 

Jewish Galileans and mingling their blood 
with the blood of their sacrifices, an 
unspeakable sacrilege.  Then there was a 
tragedy where a tower collapsed and killed 
eighteen innocent, unsuspecting people in its 
rubble.  In both situations, conventional 
wisdom and theology would suggest that 
this was a punishment for sins.  Something 
they had done was the cause of such tragedy.  
Not so, says Jesus.  Speaking of those 
slaughtered in the Temple he asks, “Do you 
think that because these Galileans suffered 
in this way they were worse sinners than all 
other Galileans?”  Or concerning those 
killed by the tower, “Do you think that they 
were worse offenders than all others living 
in Jerusalem?”  To both he responds, “No, I 
tell you; but unless you repent, you will all 
perish just as they did.”  By looking over the 
fence in judgement, we seek comfort in 
others’ suffering thinking that they are 
getting what they deserve and that we are 
better.  Instead, we should be looking at our 
own grass on our side of the fence, looking 
for our own brown spots where there is sin 
and the soil that doesn’t allow the grass to 
grow.   

Karen’s dad takes great pride in his yard.  
His lawn is always immaculate with a thick 
and healthy carpet of grass that is cleanly 
manicured and edged.  I’ll admit it, I’ve 
looked over the fence with lawn envy!  But 
something has been happening in his 
backyard.  The grass has been dying off.  
What once was a dense and luscious green 
lawn has now become patches of bare dirt 
and moss.  He has two options.  He can 
either longingly look over the fence at his 
neighbor’s nice yards or bring his gaze into 
his own yard and address the issues he sees.  
He has chosen the latter and has decided to 
look at his own lawn, and in doing so has 
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learned that his yard is incredibly unhealthy.  
The nutrients have been leached out of the 
soil, the growing trees overhead are 
blocking out much needed sunlight for the 
grass, and the heavy foot traffic of 
grandchildren heading to the swing set and 
creek have trampled what little grass was 
trying to grow.  This is a “law” moment. 

In our Table Talk study, just about every 
week the topic of law and gospel has come 
up.  Luther was fixated on interpreting 
scripture as law and gospel and suggested 
that each passage can be seen as one or the 
other. The law is that which acts like a curb, 
ruler, or mirror.  It’s a curb that keeps us on 
the road when we begin to wander, a ruler 
that shows how we measure up to God’s 
standard, and a mirror that shows us who we 
truly are.  The law shows us our sin and then 
the work of the gospel comes in to free us 
from despair with the assurance of grace, 
mercy, and the second chances of 
forgiveness.   

Our reading today is both law and gospel.  
It’s law in the way that it acts as a mirror, 
showing us our sin, forcing us to look at the 
barren spots on our side of the fence.  And 
there are barren spots.  There are places in 
our lives where the nutrients have been 
leeched out and we haven’t replenished 
them.  Unhealthy habits have crept in and 
we have let our soil become depleted.  
We’ve let other things grow, other things 
that block out the sunlight, the light of God, 
and create dark places in our lives for sin to 
do its work.  And we’ve let other things 
come and trample the grass that is growing.  
Instead of looking at our own yard, it’s 
easier for us to look over the fence and 
yearn for the lush yards of others, or to look 
at the barren patches in other people’s yards 

and cast judgment as to why their yard 
suffers.  And that’s why Jesus makes it clear 
that the Galileans slaughtered in the temple 
and those crushed under the fallen tower 
were not worse sinners than us.  “Unless you 
repent,” he says, “you will all perish just as 
they did.”  Jesus has just held up the law for 
us, a curb to nudge us back onto the path, a 
ruler that shows that we don’t measure up, 
and mirror that shows us our need to repent.  
Then comes the gospel. 

“A man had a fig tree planted in his 
vineyard; and he came looking for fruit on it 
and found none.  So he said to the gardener, 
‘See here!  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?’”  Okay, this is more law.  
When we hear these words, Jesus intends 
holds up a mirror for us, a mirror for us to 
see ourselves as the barren fig tree, to look 
at our own lives and see the ways we are not 
bearing fruit, and to know that we are 
wasting the soil and deserve to be cut down.  
But Jesus doesn’t leave it there.  The 
gardener speaks up, “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.’”  
This is the gospel!  The good news!  It frees 
us from despair because it shows us that the 
tree is given a second chance!  It shows us 
our God, moving across the fence and into 
our own lives, showing us our sin, but then 
giving a second chance.  And then some 
even better good news.  God moves over the 
fence to join us in the work of repentance, 
the work of tending to our barren soil, 
adding manure to restore nutrients, trimming 
the overhead branches that block out the 
light, and holding back the feet that trample 
and make it impossible for the grass to grow.  
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The gardener commits to helping the tree 
because the tree can’t bear fruit on its own.  
God moves over the fence to do the work of 
the gardener in our lives, to tend to our soil, 
give us a second chance.  When God moves 
in our lives God does what we cannot do on 
our own.   

So it may seem at times that the grass is 
always greener on the other side of the 
fence, but don’t believe it.  When Jesus is 
your gardener and God is on the move, get 
ready to bear fruit, abundant fruit, the fruit 
of the gospel and God’s movement in your 
life.       


