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“Repent and believe in the Gospel.” The first command out of Jesus' mouth that St. Mark records clearly and concisely defines Jesus' mission. “The Kingdom is at hand” Jesus proclaimed, in the person of Jesus and He has come to fulfill God's promises and earn salvation for the whole world. Jesus continues what John began, echoing the Baptist's cry for a public show of repentance and a turning from sin and to Jesus for forgiveness and amendment of one's life. 


Peter ends his Pentecost sermon with the same words: “Repent and be baptized.” That is to say, acknowledge your sin, confess it to God, and believe that for the sake of Jesus and by his death and resurrection, God has indeed forgiven you all your sins.


Repent sounds like such a simple word, yet it invites speculation, misunderstanding and confusion. Do we fully understand it? What does it really mean. What all does repentance entail? What are we to repent of? Does it require us to feel remorse for sin and if so, how much would qualify as sufficient to meet Jesus' demand? When will we know when we have reached that plateau?


How are you doing with Jesus' command to repent? And before you answer, let me complicate things further. In his fourth part on Baptism, Luther has this wonderful thought: “Baptism signifies that the old Adam in us, together with all sins and evil lusts, should be drowned by daily sorrow and repentance and be put to death. . .” Hmm. Daily repentance. 


Is that a proper and fitting description of your repentance? In other words, do you take a few minutes each day, or even one, to at the very least say you have sinned and ask God to forgive you? Do you then determine to make an attempt to amend your life, change your ways, stop a particular sin, anything like that? Or do you find that you tend to fall right back into the same sin and end up asking for forgiveness too many times to count? 


Many questions surround what repentance is. Some posit that repentance must necessarily include stopping the sin before forgiveness can be obtained. That might be very depressing to consider. What if God were to withhold forgiveness until you had stopped the sin? Would God be okay with you just trying a little bit?


There is also some confusion with the confession aspect of repentance. What does God expect of us here? Do we have to confess each and every sin, listing them one by one, before God will forgive us? What if we forget some? What if we are not aware of some sin? Will a general “I'm sorry for every sin I have committed, even those I am unaware of” suffice? And if God does expect us to cease the sin before forgiveness is received, that just compounds things, as we may not be aware of a sin and would therefore not be expending any effort to stop it.


Confusion over repentance is nothing new. The Reformers dealt with it too. Here is how our Augsburg Confessions define repentance: “True repentance is nothing else than to have contrition and sorrow, or terror, on account of sin, and yet at the same time to believe the Gospel and absolution, namely, that sin has been forgiven and grace obtained through Christ, and this faith will comfort the heart and again set it at rest.” 


Later on, in the Book of Concord, Luther himself writes: “To repent means nothing more than to truly recognize one's sins, to feel heartily sorry for them, and to desist from them. But unless faith is added, that receives the forgiveness of sins as from Christ himself, there is no salvation.”


What does Luther man when he says we are to “truly recognize one's sins” and “to feel heartily sorry for them.” Luther also added that repentance involves desisting from sin. Does he too posit that the sin must stop before forgiveness, and hence, salvation are given?


Maybe a closer look at some of the terms will help. The Reformers defined contrition as the genuine terror of a conscience that feels God's wrath against sin and is sorry it has sinned. They defined faith as passive and a gift from God, bestowed to the sinner by the Holy Spirit working through Word and Sacrament. 


Contrition then is what comes upon us as we become aware of our sins. As the Word of God denounces sin, we come face to face with our evil ways. This initiates a frightening comprehension of God's wrath against sin and causes the sinner to flee God's impending judgment against sin. 


Faith is defined as the hand that receives the gift of the forgiveness of sins purchased by Christ's atoning sacrifice and glorious resurrection. For the Reformers, the Bible clearly identifies faith as passive in salvation. It is nothing more than an empty hand into which the Lord dumps His gracious absolution. Like a beggar holding out his empty hand to receive a coin, the sinner holds out his empty hand to receive the merits of Christ's atoning work on Calvary. 


The terror of the law ignites the conscience's fires of conviction, and we flee the Father's wrath for our sin. But faith steers us right into the arms of the Savior, the one who bled and died on the cross, having suffered the law's fatal blow in our place. 


Repentance does not only consist of sorrow over our sins and terror of the Father's rightful retribution, it also and mostly consists of faith, which always runs to the cross, to again behold the one who knew no sin, yet there, before our weeping eyes and broken hearts, hangs Jesus in our stead. Absolution is the pronouncement that because of Christ's work, whoever believes in Christ is indeed forgiven, fully and completely. 


Notably absent is any mention of listing our sins one by one, or any qualification of just how much sorrow we must feel or exhibit in order to receive the gift of forgiveness in Christ. And, notice well how the Reformers take great care to ensure and make certain the words they use to proclaim the assurance of forgiveness, so that our troubled consciences, no matter how slight or heavy the guilt, will be comforted by God's promise of absolution. 



With repentance defined so carefully, the Augsburg Confession goes on, still within the section on repentance: “Amendment of life and the forsaking of sin should then follow, for these must be the fruits of repentance, as John proclaims, 'Bear fruit that befits repentance.'”



To summarize: Repentance consists of two parts: contrition and faith. The proof text that the Confessions use are the words of Jesus here recorded in Mark's Gospel. They unpack those words of Jesus by noting that with the word “Repent,” Jesus denounces all sin, all our sin; then, in the latter part of the sentence Jesus consoles us and pronounces to us the forgiveness that is ours by faith in Him, whereby He commands that we believe in the Gospel. Luther said that the promises of God supply what the commands of God demand. 


God doesn't require you to list each and every sin you have committed, though that can be a beneficial exercise. Nor does God expect you to make a suitably sour face or assume a particular position, though again, on your knees can be of benefit. God also does not expect us to apologize a hundred times like we sometimes do, in an effort to make ourselves feel better. God is looking for a simple prayer of repentance, an admission that you have sinned and know it and a plea for His grace and mercy which He has promised you in Christ. 


It is vital for us to remember in this talk of repentance that any unrepentant sin has the potential to endanger or threaten your salvation. An unrepentant sin is an unconfessed sin, in that you either are not admitting it's sin, deliberately or unknowingly, or you are completely unaware that a certain action is sin. 


And therein lies the crux of the matter of repentance. For one thing, we may not be aware of an action that is in fact sinful. Maybe it is because we haven't thought about it. Perhaps it's because we don't want to think about it. Or maybe it's plain to us that it is sin, but we have decided it's not sin. 



Now, I could stand up hear and spend an inordinate amount of time cataloging a whole host of sins, while you might sit there and silently agree or disagree with those items. I'm certain there would be disagreement because as we all know, what one person considers sin may not be what another person considers sin. And who decides what is right or wrong? 


The important point, though, is this. If you are unsure, that in itself should give you pause. what are you doing to find out if it is or not? If sin is as serious as God makes it out to be, then, it should be equally of concern for you, his beloved. We know it was of grave concern to God, for all we have to do is look at Jesus, hanging on the cross. 


Therefore,I urge you to start doing some research. You should be gravely concerned about all sin, both the ones you are aware of and the ones you may not be so aware of. For each sin is tugging on you, threatening to draw you away from Christ. Each one, no matter how slight or how severe, can be detrimental to your faith and to your salvation. 


True repentance does not condone a sin in any way, but bemoans it, loathes it, and desires to stop it. True sorrow for sin, driven by the indwelling Spirit of God, seeks to become aware of them in order to confess them, be forgiven of them, and stop them. Repentance is an act of righteousness, whereby you abhor your transgressions, the excuses you make, the weakness of the flesh that is so hard to resist and fight, and if you could, indeed cut off the hand or pluck out the eye or cut out the tongue, if that would serve to stop the sins. 


Having then admitted to God that He is correct, you are a sinner, and having confessed your sins to Him, you are then immediately brought into God's grace by faith. The humble and contrite sinner beats his breast before God, pleading for mercy and pardon. Faith in Christ receives from God the absolution of all sins by virtue of Christ and amendment of life is initiated and continued with the Gospel of Jesus as our motivation. 


With consciences terror-stricken by the Law, we have nowhere else to turn but to the grace that God has promised to show us in Christ. Confession comes from the heart and it is the heart that God cleanses of sin's guilt. Amidst the terrors of the guilt-laden conscience, the Gospel of Jesus Christ and Him crucified freely promises peace of conscience and cleansing of body and soul. Sins are freely forgiven, for the blood of Jesus covers a multitude of sins, your sins. 


The office of the keys is the voice of God, for Jesus has promised that “He who hears you hears me.” We are commanded to believe the voice of the pastor as He announces the absolution is as if God himself were speaking those consoling words of restoratin. 


Likewise, in the body and blood, we find the voice of God speaking comfort and peace to our troubled souls. With these elements of bread and wine united to the body and blood of Christ, He speaks to us again of His great love and bountiful grace. In the body eaten and the blood drank, Jesus announces the all-encompassing absolution of your sins.


Faith in Christ is confirmed and strengthened through absolution, because it is nothing else than pure Gospel. It works its wondrous healing so that we may not be afraid to boldly and honestly confess our sins to God. Jesus commands all who are weary and heavy laden to come to Him for rest. To be weary and heavy laden is to be burdened with anxiety and contrition and terror of sin. To come to Christ is to believe that for His sake sins are forgiven. There is no peace for a guilt-stricken conscience except in the Gospel.


Having received this life-giving promise of God that in Christ all our sins are wiped away, we seek to change our manner of living. We are to bear fruit worthy of repentance. That is, there is no true contrition where mortifying the flesh and change of action do not follow. From the Confessions again: “True terrors and sorrows of the soul do not permit the indulgence of the body in lusts, and true faith is not ungrateful to God or contemptuous of his commandments.” 


True repentance consists of an honest admission of sins and a running straight into the Savior's presence. Once forgiven, the redeemed and forgiven saint then pursues with great fervor a change of life. This is the heart and soul of the Christian faith. This is what we are called to be, repentant sinner and holy saints, seeking daily to be forgiven and daily to live a life worthy of our status as God's holy people. Amen.  
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