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Lent 1 ~ Series B ~ March 5, 2006

Repent and Believe the Good News

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

What John the Baptist said concerning Jesus, “the Lamb of God Who takes away the sin of the world,” (John 1:29) was true and had come to pass.  “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30).  The voice crying in the wilderness, “Prepare the way of the LORD” (Isaiah 40:3) has given way to the Word Who has returned from forty day and forty nights in the wilderness where He has defeated Satan by the same Word.  John has been arrested and the time for Jesus to be arrested is in the not-too-distant future.  John is in prison on account of the Word and Jesus will fulfill the Word in order to set the captives free.

Shortly John’s life will be taken from him and he will depart this world in peace even though his death was due to the diabolical wish of Herod.  Jesus will give His Life as He lays it down of His own accord (John 10:18), all in order that you, like Simeon and John, may depart in peace according to God’s Word.  So Jesus must increase and John must decrease.  This is most certainly true.  The time has come and in Christ the Kingdom of God is at hand.

The sermon text for this morning is part of the Gospel reading assigned by the Church for this day.  Please listen to verses 14 and 15 as we ponder and rejoice in the Good News of God: “After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the Good News of God.  ‘The time has come,” he said.  The Kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the Good News.’”  Here ends the text.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Ahhh, perhaps you’re wondering, “Hasn’t that “grace, mercy, and peace” thing already been said?”  Yes.  Nonetheless it is worthy of additional thought, for therein is an understanding of the Gospel of peace with God.  Peace is established because of the other two gifts from God ... mercy and grace.  Jesus speaks of these two when He invites, “Repent and believe the Good News.”

Mercy?  Think of mercy as God not giving us what we deserve.  When Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the Good News of God, He said, “Repent.”  Though it is a hard Word from the Lord, “repent,” when you really look into it, is actually a declaration of God’s mercy.  

We don’t see that at first since part of the proclamation means that you are sinful—that you have sinned—that you are a sinner.  You are by nature a child of wrath—you have transgressed the will of God—this is who you are.  As a result, you deserve nothing less than the venting of God’s holy wrath upon you now, as well as His condemnation and destruction in eternity for eternity.  That God does not do this immediately is an example of His mercy.

Now “repent” may be received in at least three ways.  First, one can say “no.”  That’s what happens with the one who rejects God’s Law.  

Second, a person might reply, “I’m sorry that I’ve broken Your Law, O Lord, so give me a manageable list of do’s and don’t’s, give me a few suggestions on what I might do so that my life has purpose, and I will work at it.  Challenge me to be better and make the grade.”  That’s what happens with the person who lives under God’s Law, but is not sufficiently crushed.  That’s what he hears when he hears the Word, “repent.” 

Third, we have the individual who confesses his Sin and sins and looks to God for relief.  “God, be merciful to me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13).  Lord, I beg you not to give me what I deserve.  In Your mercy, grant me Your continual pardon.”  Or as we often confess in our liturgy:  “O almighty God, merciful Father, I, a poor, miserable sinner, confess unto Thee all my sins and iniquities with which I have ever offended Thee and justly deserve Thy temporal and eternal punishment.  But I am heartily sorry for them and sincerely repent of them, and I pray Thee of Thy boundless mercy and for the sake of the holy, innocent, bitter sufferings and death of Thy beloved Son, Jesus Christ, to be gracious and merciful to me, a poor, sinful being”

We read of the word of Law and Gospel in repentance in the Lutheran Confessions: “Therefore the Spirit of Christ must not only comfort but, through the office of the Law, must also convince the world of sin.  Thus, even in the New Testament, He must perform what the prophet calls ‘a strange deed’ (that is, to rebuke) until He comes to His own work (that is, to comfort and to preach about grace).  To this end Christ has obtained and sent us the Spirit” (SD V Law and Gospel).  

Indeed, repentance is a gift from God and we pray that we may always be recipients of it and we pray for the impenitent “in the hope that God may grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth” (2 Timothy 2:25).

In God’s mercy He does not give us what we deserve.  In His grace God is giving us much more than we deserve.

“After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the Good News of God.  ‘The time has come,” he said.  The Kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the Good News.’”  

But what is the Good News of God that we should believe in it?  The Gospel is the second article of the creeds ... the paragraphs concerning God the Son ... Who for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven—was Incarnate by the Holy Spirit—was born of the virgin Mary.  This is Jesus the Christ, true God and true man.  This sinless, perfect Lamb of God Who came to bear the sins of the world did that when He fulfilled the Law perfectly, defeated Satan in the wilderness, and atoned (or paid for) all transgressions of all transgressors.  

The Good News is that Jesus the Christ paid a sufficient ransom and then rose again from the dead and ascended into heaven.  The Lord has taken away your sins from you and removed them as far as the east is from the west.  He remembers them no more.  The world has been and is redeemed.  This is the Good News.  This is the Good News of God.

In His grace, God has given us what we do not deserve ... forgiveness of all our sins, salvation in His Name, and eternal life now and forever.  Grace and mercy are a prelude to and sufficient for the peace of Yahweh.  This, dear Christian friends, is the Good News of peace with God.  Therefore we can and may “repent and believe in the Good News.”

But you might think, “that is all well and good, however that was all then and there, for it was at a time ‘after John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the Good News of God.’  Now that time is fulfilled and it is over.  Jesus was crucified for the sins of the world.  He rose again from the dead and forty days later, ascended into heaven.  So Jesus is no longer here and He is no longer speaking and the Kingdom of God is no longer at hand.”

Ahh, but He is here, He does speak and as a result, the Kingdom of God is at hand.  Jesus is Yahweh and He is present everywhere, even according to His human nature, having given and constantly keeping His Word that He will never leave you nor forsake you.  He is mercifully and graciously present with His people as they gather together in His Name, even if it be but two or three.  

When called and ordained servants of the Word announce that you are forgiven of all your sins in the Name of the Father and of the (+) Son and of the Holy Spirit, it is really God’s forgiveness.

Where the King is mercifully and graciously present with His people, there the Kingdom of God is—not because of something God shows us and we see, but on account of God’s Word of promise that is spoken and what we hear.  For “the Kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, ‘Here it is!’ or ‘There it is,’ because the Kingdom of God is among you” (Luke 17:21).  It is not just any old word, or a bunch of talk, or simply getting together ... for even the pagans do that.  “For the Kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Romans 14:17). 

The righteousness that covers you completely and perfectly is Christ’s righteousness that is yours in Him through Word and Sacrament.  The peace that you have is with God on account of Jesus’ sin-atoning passion and death.  Joy is a blessed response to this Word of promise. 

As St. Paul writes, “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? … So faith comes by hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of Christ” (Romans 10:14, 17).  

What might an example of such preaching be?  Permit me to give you a perfect example: “After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the Good News of God.  ‘The time has come,” he said.  The Kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the Good News.’”  

That Word was proclaimed at a time after John was arrested and as Jesus came into Galilee.  That Word applies to you, not only when you first heard it, but also this very day and for as many days as God grants you in this life and on this earth.  For, “repent, and believe in the Good News” is continuous. 

That’s the way it is for the Christian, for he recognizes the truth that is expressed in the first of Martin Luther's 95 theses: “When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ‘repent,’ He willed the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.”  

What is true for repentance is also true for belief.  The ascending, enthroned, and reigning Christ says to His Church, “Be faithful even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of Life” (Revelation 2:10).

That’s why the faithful gather in the Presence of the LORD to repent, that is, to be sorry for their sins, to confess their sins, to seek the Savior Christ, to trust in Him and to hear the words, “You are forgiven of all your sins in the Name of the Father and of the (+) Son and of the Holy Spirit." 

Therefore we conclude where we began concerning the Good News of Peace with God, namely, grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen.

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