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3rd Sunday after Epiphany ~ Series B ~ January 25, 2009

Repent and Believe in the Gospel


The text for today is our Gospel, Mark 1:14-20, which has already been read.   

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

With the arrest of John the Baptist, it was time for Jesus to take center stage.  He went to Galilee, proclaiming the Gospel of God, and saying: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the Gospel.”  

This message led its first listeners back into the Scripture that they had heard in their synagogues, the Old Testament promises of the Savior, the Son of David who would establish His kingdom.  So when Jesus proclaimed, “The time is fulfilled… the kingdom of God is at hand,” those who knew Scripture and did not misinterpret it politically looked for the Messiah-King.

The way to the King, as Christ points out, is to “repent and believe in the Gospel.”  Repent means “to have a change of heart as far as sin is concerned” and points to the Good News concerning the one in whom they would find forgiveness of sins.  Jesus called on His listeners to turn away from sin, to be sorry they had fallen away from God, and by faith to trust in Him who alone offers forgiveness.  

Surely that is the Good News mankind needs, whether in Galilee or here in the Hartford area.  But unfortunately, this message has been twisted and mangled.  So many fail to understand what it really means to repent, or to believe, or for that matter, what the Gospel really is.  

God explains the difference between true repentance and false repentance with these words: “The sorrow that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without regret leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces death” (2 Corinthians 7:10).

Sometimes people feel such great sorrow over their sins that they do not believe they can possibly go on living under the burden of their guilt.  Even if they dedicate the rest of their lives to “making it right” in some way, the memories of their past still haunt and torture them.  They only get to the first part of repentance—seeing their guilt and feeling ashamed because of it.  

Repentance, though, has two parts!  Not only does God’s Word expose your sin, but it also declares to you forgiveness found in the powerful and all-forgiving Savior, Jesus Christ, who “cleanses us from all sin.  No matter how horrible a sin you may have committed, no matter how secret your sins might be, God’s full forgiveness still is for you, full and complete and all-encompassing!  

When the devil can’t get us to settle for worldly sorrow, he tries to get us to misunderstand other aspects of repentance.  For example, some think that repentance is the first step every person must take in order to please God and to establish a relationship with Him.  But no person can take the first step in repentance.  Repentance is a gift of God.  Only God can prompt and accomplish repentance by coming to you through His living Word.  God does it all.  

Others think of repentance as a one-time religious rite: after you have repented, you then move on to develop a life that is pleasing to God.  This is absolutely not true.  Repentance is a daily activity.  Just as we must eat food to stay physically alive, so also we need God’s Word to enable us to repent and, thereby, to stay spiritually alive.  Jesus’ call to “repent” in our text literally means to “be repenting” or to “keep on repenting.”  He is saying that repentance is a continuous activity that God produces in us through His Word.

Repentance is a daily thing.  It is a cycle. The daily repentance cycle began in God’s gift of your Baptism.  Repentance continues through daily reception of God’s Law and Gospel.  God’s Law shows you your sin and your need for Christ’s daily forgiveness.  

The Bible declares that those who are baptized have died with Christ (Romans 6:3), but our dying with Christ did not happen only once, a long time ago.  Ours is an ongoing death and an ongoing removal of “the old self with its evil practices” (Colossians 3:9).  Because you are baptized, you may say with St. Paul, “I die daily” (1 Corinthians 15:31).  Martin Luther writes in the Small Catechism that your Baptism “signifies that the Old Adam [in you] should by daily contrition and repentance be drowned and die with all sins and evil lusts.”

The ongoing process of repentance goes beyond the daily recognition of, and sorrow for sin.  The Gospel must be added!  Just as God daily puts you to death in your Baptism, so also He daily raises you to life again so that you may “come forth and arise… [and] live before God in righteousness and purity forever.  This is the second part of the repentance cycle.

In a related vein, there are those who teach correctly that Jesus died for all their sins, but then they add that a Christian must live a daily life worthy of forgiveness or he will lose that forgiveness.  This is a life of constant pressure, filled with endless spiritual anxiety.  This is like a judge who frees a prisoner, but says he is free only if he continues to live a holy and perfect life.  That prisoner would not be totally free, but forced to live each day in a living hell of uncertainty without the blessed assurance that having been justified through faith, he has total peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.

Some have made repentance a burden.  They have turned confession and absolution into a law rather than a gift, by insisting that you must go to a certain place at a certain time, and that you must enumerate every sin you ever committed. Then they will say that something else must be added to repentance: the sinner must “make satisfaction for” for his sins.  

This also leads to great uncertainty.  It is like a judge saying to a person, “You are forgiven for your crime, but here are the things you must no do to make amends.”  In Christianity, this is like saying to Jesus, “You did not do enough to pay for my sin.  I must also contribute to make up that which You, Jesus, did not fully accomplish.  When You said, ‘It is finished,’ You didn’t really mean it.”

But this wrongful use of this divine gift should not prevent you from using it rightly.  Private confession and absolution is not an obligation or burden, but a gift.  Feel free to seek out the great relief of God’s forgiveness, spoken individually and directly to you.  When you go to your pastor and confess your sins aloud to him, you hear God’s life-giving Word of forgiveness spoken directly to you.  Cling to the word you hear.  Believe that his forgiveness is Christ’s forgiveness.

That brings us to Jesus’ proclamation to “believe” in the Gospel.  To believe means to trust in God and His promises and accept as true all He teaches in the Holy Scriptures.  This should be a basic understanding for all Christians, but unfortunately this has been twisted today in the modern church as well.  

The popular understanding of faith generally means an innate ability to trust in someone or something, sometimes even in a person’s own ability.  According to the Bible, this type of faith has no power for salvation.  No child is born with “saving” faith.  No adult can develop “saving” faith.  In His Word God describes “saving” faith as a gift from God to man, from the “top down,” and never as a naturally religious ability of man to God, from the “bottom up.”

Those who believe that God prepares His salvation in Christ and then we pick up these blessings with our faith, fail to understand faith.  They make us partners with God in our salvation.  And the sad result is that those who hold such beliefs can never know for certain whether they have done enough to please God.

The Good News is, God has done it all!  He not only prepared His salvation in Christ, but He also gives you the gift of faith through His Word and Sacraments whereby you receive these blessings.  God has accomplished your salvation from beginning to end.  “It is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13).

Faith and Christ are tied together.  We cannot speak of the Biblical understanding of faith without speaking of Jesus.  God has accomplished our entire salvation in Christ.  Then, God gives us the gift of faith to receive His salvation. 

 But sadly many have turned to “a different gospel—which is really no Gospel at all” (Galatians 1:6-7).  In fact there are many alternative gospels in the marketplace of Christianity today.

One of the most popular false gospels in our age is really a form of an ancient heresy—gnosticism—that used Christianity as a springboard to a supposed higher spirituality attained through experience and contemplation.  Pop spirituality latches on to Christianity and uses words and phrases that sound Christian-like.  They talk about “Christ-consciousness” and “redemption” and “atonement,” but mean something different than Christ’s substitutionary death for our sins.  

Sadly, this movement is also present in the Church, with preaching and songs that emphasize a personal relationship with Jesus who comes not through His Word and Sacraments but through experience and emotion. 

Another false gospel is self-help.  In this theology, there is no need for Christ as our mediator since God is never quite as holy, and we are never quite as morally perverse to require something as drastic as Christ’s death in our place.  God is our buddy.  He just wants us to be happy, and the Bible gives us the road map to achieve happiness and success.  Salvation is not a matter of divine rescue from the coming judgment, but rather of self-improvement in order to give your life purpose or have your best life now.

This turns Good News into good advice.  When we pitch Christianity as the best method of personal improvement, Christ is lost.  One can lose weight, stop smoking, improve one’s marriage, or become a nicer person without Jesus.  But one cannot have forgiveness, salvation, and eternal life without Christ. 

Another false gospel is “social gospel.”  This is the false view that the purpose of the Church is to cause societal change.  Liberals seek to change the world into a socialist utopia.  Conservatives seek to establish a distinctly Christian nation.  But anytime the Church becomes entangled with the State, the Church comes up the loser, and the Gospel of Christ goes unpreached.  

That’s the problem with all of these alternative gospels: they lead to a “Christless Christianity.”  And that fits Satan’s strategy just fine.  You see… he has no problem with religion or even churches; it’s Christ whom He fears.  

Over half a century ago, in his weekly radio sermon, Donald Grey Barnhouse offered his own scenario of what things would look like if Satan really took control over a city.  All of the bars would be closed, pornography banished, and pristine streets would be filled with tidy pedestrians who smiled at each other.  There would be no swearing.  The children would say, “Yes, sir” and “No ma’am,” and the churches would be full every Sunday…where Christ is not preached.
It is easy to become distracted from Christ as the only hope for sinners.  Where everything is measured by our happiness rather than by God’s holiness, the sense of our being sinners becomes secondary, if not offensive.  If we are good people who have lost our way but with the proper instructions and motivation can become a better person, we need only a life coach, not a Redeemer.  

But the central message of Christianity is not a way of life, or a program for personal and societal change; it is a Gospel.  From the Greek word for “good news,” typically used in the context of announcing a military victory, the gospel is the report of an appointed messenger who arrives from the battlefield.  That is why the New Testament describes ministers as heralds, ambassadors, and witnesses.  Their job is to get the story right and then report it.  The Church is to be an embassy of the Triune God in the midst of this passing evil age, with the whole people of God giving witness to God’s mighty acts of redemption.

It is not incidental, then, that this story of redemption is called the Gospel, “Good News.”  If it were merely a program for self-improvement, it would be called something else, like good advice or good idea.  But it’s Good News because it is an announcement of something that someone else has already achieved for us.

When we are distracted from this commission, we begin to think of ourselves not as ambassadors of a great King and witnesses to that which someone else has accomplished for us but as the star of the show.  Instead of reporting the news, we became the news.  The focus falls on what we do, and Jesus’ role is reduced to an example. 

Yet the Bible provides a very different focus.  With the exception of a few important passages in which we are told to follow Christ’s example of suffering loss on behalf of others, the New Testament makes it clear that Jesus is unique in every way: in who He is, what He did, and what He said.  Only He could be God incarnate.  Only He could inaugurate the kingdom of God.  Only He could die as an atoning sacrifice for sinners and be raised as the firstfruits of those who sleep.

When pastors are expected to be coaches sending in the plays and their parishioners are expected to be all-stars to take Jesus’ team to victory in the culture wars, the focus must necessarily fall on what we do rather than on what God has done, on our stories and strategies rather than on God’s.  But this means that much of our ministry today is Law without Gospel, exhortation without news, with the accent on “What Would Jesus Do?” rather than “What Has Jesus Done?”  None of us is immune to this indictment that we are losing our focus upon, confidence in, and increasingly even our knowledge of the greatest story ever told.

We must return to the true Gospel.  We must return to the message delivered by the faithful prophets of the Old Testament, John the Baptist, Jesus Christ Himself, and His apostles: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand: repent and believe in the Gospel.”

And here is that Good News:  “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst” (1 Timothy 1:15).  Jesus lived a perfect life fulfilling the Law for you.  Christ was crucified on the cross for your sins.  God raised Him up on the third day so that you might be certain that His Word is true.  Christ ascended into heaven and sits at the Father’s right hand, ruling for your benefit and interceding on your behalf.  Jesus will return to raise you to eternal life and take you to live in His presence forever.  

In the meantime, Jesus promises to be with you always in His means of grace.  In Baptism, He gives you His Holy Spirit and makes you a child of God—a co-heir.  In His Supper, He feed you His body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins.  And through His spoken Word, He continues to call you to repentance and faith that you might remain His child and be conformed to His image.

Repent and believe in this Gospel.  Jesus did not die to give you happiness or self-esteem.  God’s Word is not concerned with your self-esteem.  Its goal is to obliterate self-esteem, to destroy it completely.  You need self-esteem like you need cancer.  The moment you start looking to yourself, you are putting yourself in Christ’s place.  That’s why God wants you to die to yourself.  He loves you too much to become enamored with yourself because looking at yourself and thinking about yourself is killing you.  

Instead of looking at yourself you must look to Christ and Him alone.  Jesus did not die for you because you’re beautiful or desirable or loveable.  Jesus died for you because He has the capacity to love the most unlovely.  It’s His grace bestowed upon you that makes you beautiful, desirable, and loveable.  It’s His grace that cleanses you and restores you.  Indeed, it is by the grace of Jesus Christ and for the sake of His holy wounds that you hear this Good News: You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

