Repent: Turn to Jesus,
and Not to Yourself

J3

By now IOm sure youOre well aware that

this year we celebrate the 500 anniver-
sary of the Lutheran Reformation. It was
a movement that changed the world, and
changes it yet today. The Reformation
began with Luther nailing the 95 Theses
(propositions) to the castle church doors
in little Wittenberg, Germany. He wasnOt
committing vandalism. The castle church
doors were essentially the university bul -
letin board. At the heart and core of these
theses is an absolutely practical question
whose correct answer is of absolute, eter

nal importance: What does it mean to +e

pent?

How important was this question to

Luther? The brst theses reads: Oln the

Name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.
When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ
said, ORepentO (Mt. 4:17), he willed the
entire life of believers to be one of repen
tance.O (Luther,95 TheseNo. 1)

Nearly 500 years later, here we are gath
ered on Ash Wednesday, not to debate
theses, but to confess our sins. As we en
ter the season of Lent, somber tones and
settings are on our minds, but most im-
portantly, repentance is to be on our
minds. Repentance, because weOre mak
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ing our journey to the cross of Christ, of
which there would have been no need if
you and | had no need to repent. But here
we are, and there Christ went, for us.

Repentance was obviously on Jesus
mind too. Today he teaches us a key truth
about repentance by telling us a parable
about two men who went up to the tem -
ple to pray. As we listen to this parable,

we learn what it means to repent so that
we can recognize the truth Luther found

500 years agoNthat our entire lives be
one of repentance. May the Lord bless
each one of you with repentant hearts
which  TURN TO JESUS AND NOT TO
YOURSELF.

LetOs go up to the temple with these two
men. The lamb of either morning or

evening sacribce is burning on the mas
sive altar. The smell of incense Plls the air.
Thousands PlIl the temple courts as they
do every morning and evening and you

vie for your favorite place to pray. ItOs
then you notice the Pharisee. HeOs ther
at the temple way more than you are.
HeOs well dressed in Rowing robes. HeOs
religious professional from head to toe.

He stands where others can see him and
prays so he can be heard. Then your eye
catches another man, almost hiding in the

137 is the acronym forJesus Juyevhich is Latin for OJesus HelpO. It is a short prayer used by many minis
ters and sacred musicians at the beginning of their work.
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corner. Right away you recognize him as
one of the local tax collectorsNcertainly a
cheat! No one would ever confuse him
for the Pharisee! But then you notice, he
looks terrible. He isnOt just standing
alone, he really is alone. People are pur
posefully keeping away from him as

though he had the plague!

Do you see it, friends?

To some who were conbdent of their own
righteousness and looked

ebrating himself! In his eyes he is a per
fectly self-made man. He doesnOt ask Go
for one thing, and why should he? In his

mind he has already acquired everything

that he needs. WhatOs worse, he thinks h
is everything God wants!

The PhariseeOs prayer could go like this
OGod, arenOt you glad youOve got som
one like me? | mean, look at me! ArenOt
such a wonderful specimen? IOm such
gift to you and this world!O

This Pharisee wasnOt

down on everybody else,
Jesus told them this para
ble: OTwo men went up to
the temple to pray, one a
Pharisee and the other a
tax collector. The Pharisee
stood up and prayed
about himself: OGod, |
thank you that | am not
like other menNrobbers,
evildoers, adulterersNor
even like this tax collector.
| fast twice a week and
give a tenth of all | get.O
But the tax collector stood
at a distance. He would
not even look up to heaven, but beat his

breast and said, OGod, have mercy on me,

a sinner.0 O

While we only get a snippet of the Phar-

iseeOs prayer, you can tell he has a lot to

pray about. But did you catch his favorite
word? Was it Lord? Help? Forgive? Not
at all. It was an ugly, all-consuming | ! |
thank youEIOmnot like other menH fast
twice a weekE give a tenth of all getE

The Pharisee isnOt thanking God, heOs cel

robber. He was an above-
and-beyond giver! He

wasnOt a glutton. He was
an above-and-beyond
faster! Twice a week when
the law demanded just
once a year! He wasnOt a
unrighteous mess like the
masses surrounding him.
He was an above-and-be
yond spiritual icon! He

didnOt need God. He
didnOt need repentance. Ir
his eyes, why would he

turn to God for help and

repentance when he already had all the
holiness he needed? Or so he thought.

Then we turn to the corner and bnd the
tax collector. He isnOt full of himself. In-
stead, heOs running on empty. He isn(
praying to be praised by God and man,
but seeking forgiveness. He isnOt boastin
in himself, but despairing of himself and

repenting. He is a man turning, not to -
ward himself, but to God!



The physical action of prayer in that cul -

ture wasnOt our bowed heads, closed eyes

and folded hands. It was head and hands
lifted up to heaven. But not the tax collec-
tor. He wasnOt willing to look up to heav-

en, because he knew he didnOt deserve to

look there, let alone go there one day or
call upon God as his Father. Instead of
joyous hands lifted up toward God, they
were clenched in bsts as he kept beating
his chest in abject sorrow. His prayer was
just this: OGod, have mercy on me, a sin
ner.O

WhatOs interesting is that the word trans
lated Ohave mercyO isnOt
the usual word that gets
translated as Omercy.O ItOs
actually a word that only
occurs twice in all the
New Testament. It is a
word that focuses on what
has to happen in order for
God to be merciful. The
tax collectorOs prayer lit

erally says, OGod be appeasedEO OGod,

let your wrath for my sin be turned
awayEO

This repentant man knew there was noth-
ing he could do to appease God and turn
his wrath away. Not praying. Not fasting.
Not keeping ceremonial laws perfectly.
None of that could right his wrongs, his
sins. He couldnOt turn to himself, so he
turned to God. Why? Because only God
could appease his own wrath against sin!
That truth is shocking, when you think
about it. Our sin is so big, so great, that
there is nothing we can to do to satisfy
GodOs wrath and wipe it off our record!

Friends, thatOs why weOre gathered hel
today. ThatOs why we gather for all our
services, but especially during Lent. We
gather to celebrate the fact that God ap
peased himself by punishing his own Son
for us!

Now friends, when you look in the mir -
ror of the law, which man do you see? Do
you see the Pharisee looking back at you,
or the tax collector?

DonOt be too quick to answer. LetOs pel
der that for a bit. Think of what you are.
YouOre recipients of the Reformation a:
LutheransNof all things
WELS! While youOre not
one to fast except for a
diet or before surgery, at
least you werenOt down on
Bourbon Street in New
Orleans last night drink -
ing yourself silly and do -
ing shameful things to
purge yourself of sin be-
fore Lent. While you may not give a tenth
of all you have, you faithfully brought
your offering today. You know youOre
saved by grace alone and God knows
youOre trying your best. What more could
God possibly want?

Friends, if youOre quick and conbdent
that you look more like the humble tax
collector, then you need to be very careful
that youOre not being too humble, be
cause false humility is something the
Pharisees were really good at too.

Friends, are you willing to trade in your
cozy security blankets of self-right-



eousness for the sackcloth and ashes of
real repentance? | hope and pray that you
are, just as | hope and pray for myself!
Because to turn to ourselves isnOt just sin
ful, itOs totally senseless!

Do you really think God is pleased with
you just because youOre sitting in that
pew as opposed to your Lay-Z-Boy right
now? A potato can do that! Do you really
think God plays the shallow comparison
game you play, comparing you to those
still hungover from Fat Tuesday? You see,
God doesnOt compare you

with other people. He

Friends, like the Pharisee who loved him-
self more than anything else, turning to -
ward yourself puts you on the same road
to hellNa place where he has been hum-
bled for the last 2,000 years and will be
for all eternity.

| hope now weOre ready to identify with
the tax collector. He was truly humble,
and the Lord exalted him. He was hum -
ble because he knew his sin and turned to
the Lord and received forgiveness. All
because of JesusO shocking role revers:

The Lord of heaven be

came a criminal on the

compares you with him - RE I l |R|\| cross. The God who Plls

selfNa perfect, holy God!

the universe, Pblled the

Do you really think God is 6\3 fo fbe O, tomb with his lifeless clay.

impressed with what you L O RD The Lord of glory became
have in your offering en - the Suffering Servant so
velope, or that you even @\9_)/0”7’ D that that FatherOs wrath

brought one? Why should

against sin could be ap

he be impressed with that GOD peased. Appeased, not by

when all he really wants is

ignoring sin, but by pun -

100% of your heart all of + ishing sin in his Son. Jesus

the time?

Could it be that God has a

right to be sick and tired of us constantly
turning to ourselves for vindication
rather than turning to him for salvation?

Yet, in mercy, God comes crashing into
our hearts with his law all so that he can

rip the false security blanket of self-right -

eousness out of our sinful bPngers. OFor
everyone who exalts himself will be

humbled, and he who humbles himself

will be exalted.O

did all this so that you and

| could be his brothers and

sisters. Jesus did it all for
you, so thereOs no need or point to look tc
yourself at all. It is God who justibes you,
God who declares you forgiven.

The Apostle Paul shows us that Jesus i
the ultimate example of the humble being
exalted. OEChrist JesusEbeing being in
very nature God, did not consider equali -
ty with God something to be grasped, but
made himself nothing, taking the very
nature of a servant, being made in human
likeness. And being found in appearance
as a man, he humbled himself and be



came obedient to deathNeven death on a
cross! Therefore God exalted him to the
highest place and gave him the name that
is above every name, that at the name of
Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven
and on earth and under the earth, and
every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is
Lord, to the glory of God the
FatherO (Philippians 2:5-11).

Friends, this humble, and now gloribed

Savior is the tax collectorOs Savior, and

your Savior too. Turn to Jesus with repen-
tant hearts. Turn to him who gave himself
for you on the cross. Turn to him and
only him and receive his mercies which
are new every morning!

Jesus taught and Luther believed that a

ChristianOs life is a life of repentance. ItOs

a lifelong running away from ourselves
and our sin and our works and turning to
Jesus and his work for us. There is noth
ing that you do that saves you, not even
your very best. The humble cross of
Christ saves you! Like the tax collector in

the corner, the cross doesnOt look like

much. But friends, look closely and you
will see the Almighty appeased, a heav-

enly FatherOs forgiveness, your GodOs

goodness, your LordOs love, and your re
pentant prayers answered.

Turn to JesusNonly JesusNalways Jesus.
Amen.

SDG?

2SDG is an acronym for Soli Deo Gloriawhich is Latin for OTo God Alone Be The GloryO. This is a state
ment of humility used by many ministers and sacred musicians at the end of their work to let themselves
and others know that it isnOt about getting glory for themselves, but about giving all glory to God.
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