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One of the more iconic images of the Peanuts comic strip is that of Charlie Brown and Lucy 
playing football. You know the scenario: Lucy would hold the ball for Charlie’s placekicking and then 
Charlie would run up to kick the ball. But every time Lucy had ever held the ball for Charlie, at the 
precise moment of the point of no return, Lucy would pick up the ball and Charlie would kick the air 
and fall flat on his back. 

One sequence opened with Lucy holding the ball, but Charlie Brown would not kick the ball. 
Lucy begged him to kick the ball. But Charlie Brown said, “Every time I try to kick the ball you 
remove it and I fall on my back.” They went back and forth for the longest time and finally Lucy broke 
down in tears and admitted, “Charlie Brown I have been so terrible to you over the years, picking up 
the football like I have. I have played so many cruel tricks on you, but I’ve seen the error of my ways! 
I’ve seen the hurt look in your eyes when I’ve deceived you. I’ve been wrong, so wrong. Won’t you 
give a poor penitent girl another chance?” 

Charlie Brown was moved by her display of repentance and responded to her, “Of course, I’ll 
give you another chance.” 

He stepped back as she held the ball, and he ran. At the last moment, Lucy picked up the ball 
and Charlie Brown fell flat on his back. Lucy’s last words were, “Recognizing your faults and actually 
changing your ways are two different things, Charlie Brown!”

Changing one's ways goes to the heart of repentance. In the middle of this morning's lesson 
from Matthew, the summary of Jesus' preaching is this: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.” 
Now, by my estimate I have preached at least 11 sermons on repentance at this church, because 
repentance is the primary theme of the second week of Advent every year. So I was surprised that I 
found myself drawn to repentance again this week. What more could I say than I have already said 
about the subject? But as I was reflecting on this lesson from Matthew this past week, a light came on 
for me, and I understood something about repentance that I really haven't thought of before.

You see, the traditional definition of repentance is to turn around—to turn from our ways of sin,
and turn toward God. In the preaching of John the Baptist repentance is the precondition to forgiveness 
of sins. And so one must recognize and decide to turn away from sin, as the necessary step of 
repentance.

I'm reminded of the time when the seminary professor was teaching a class the subject of 
repentance. At the beginning of his class he asked, “What must we do before we can expect forgiveness
from sin?” After a long silence, one of the students in the class raised her hand and said, “Sin?”

I mention this because for most of us, the focus of repentance is on turning away from our sin. 
There is almost always some form of guilt associated with repentance. Not that this is wrong, because 
without turning from our sin, there is no repentance. Guilt is neither wrong nor unusual. 

But neither is guilt the only motivating factor in repentance. In this morning's lesson from 
Matthew, I see more clearly the other side of the coin, namely, that repentance is also a turning toward 
Jesus Christ. Guilt may be involved in turning away from sin, but guilt has no place in our turning 
toward Jesus Christ. Turning to Jesus Christ is an act of joy, longing, devotion. I came to understand 
this perspective on repentance, not simply by the words of Jesus – “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 
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is near” – but more so by the accounts that precede and follow Jesus' words.
This morning's lesson opens up by telling us that Jesus “returned to Galilee. Leaving Nazareth, 

he went and lived in Capernaum, which was by the lake in the area of Zebulun and Naphtali.”1 The 
region Matthew describes was thought of to be a cultural and spiritual backwater for the people of 
Israel. It was the farthest province from Jerusalem, and it represented the northern border of Israel. It 
was a land that had also been settled by many foreigners, thus tarnishing the purity of the Jews in that 
region. Not only was it distant geographically from Jerusalem, but it was also distant spiritually; the 
people of Galilee were considered lax in their moral standards and in their adherence to what we know 
as the Old Testament law. In addition, Galilee was a hotbed for subversive and treasonous political 
activity, which raised flags for both Jew and Roman alike.

As an idea of how Galilee was viewed by the religious purists, you can see a typical reaction in 
John's gospel, when Jesus appears in Jerusalem. Jesus had come to Jerusalem from Galilee, and the 
people were in awe and wonder at the signs and teaching of Jesus. Some even were whispering that 
perhaps Jesus was the Messiah. This, of course, got the attention of the scribes and Pharisees. Their 
first reaction to the rumor that Jesus was something special was to dismiss it outright because, in their 
words, “How can the Christ come from Galilee?... Look into [the Scripture] and you will find that The 
Prophet does not come out of Galilee.”2

I say this because when Matthew points out that Jesus' journey to Galilee fulfilled the prophecy 
of Isaiah, it wasn't simply the matching up of geography that fulfilled the prophecy. Indeed, it was also 
the fact that Jesus, who is the light of the world, was walking in the midst of the people who walked in 
deep darkness. Jesus wasn't just the one who went to the region of Zebulun and Naphtali; he was also 
the great light that the people walking in darkness have seen, and the light that dawned on those living 
in the valley of the shadow of death.3

In our Bible study on Wednesday, we were talking about what it might be like to walk in the 
darkness. It's not something that people enjoy, by and large. When it's dark, you walk around with your
arms out in front of you, and you take each step gingerly and cautiously, because you don't want to run 
into a sharp corner of furniture, or stub your toe on something. Especially when you are in an 
unfamiliar place, walking around the darkness can be terribly disorienting and frightening. Sometimes 
being in the darkness is so overwhelming that you may simply choose to huddle where you are and 
wait for daylight.

People don't, as a general rule, want to live in the darkness. They want to escape the darkness. 
They want to be freed from the darkness.

When light shines in the darkness, the light performs several functions. For one thing, it reveals 
what is in the darkness. That has both good and bad connotations to it. On the one hand, light can 
reveal to us what is wrong, or blemished, or tarnished. I remember back in Texas I had a dentist who 
would look at my teeth and not see very much wrong with them. Then he would shine a special light 
onto them, and suddenly there would appear marks and blemishes that he would “need” to correct. That
light cost me a lot of money. I'm really glad that my dentist here just uses his eyes and the x-ray!

But as one person in our Bible study pointed out, light also illumines what is beautiful. This 
function of light reminds us that we are worth redeeming.

Light also shows the way, much as a lantern or a flashlight does when we hold it in front of us. 
It helps us to see the way to go.

I really believe that when Jesus goes to Galilee, he is the light that shines on and into the people
walking in darkness. And for people who want to get out of the darkness, the light is a beautiful thing 

1 Matthew 4:12-13
2 John 7:42, 52
3 The prophecy to which I refer is Isaiah 9:1-2, and is cited in Matthew 4:15-16
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to behold, indeed! 
Don't you see—if repentance is turning from the darkness of sin, isn't it also turning toward the 

light of God's love and grace in Jesus Christ? When we encounter Jesus, we should want to turn to him,
because he is the light that will deliver us from the darkness. I get the sense that the people walking in 
darkness and in the land of the shadow of death don't want that to be their “forever reality.” They want 
a way out of the darkness; they want to put the shadow of death behind them.

Repentance isn't so much an act of fear or guilt, as it is a longing for what we need.
I love the language of the 27th Psalm, for it really does help us see that repentance doesn't need 

to be a guilt-laden thing, but a longing of our heart: “One thing I ask from the Lord, this only do I seek:
that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze on the beauty of the Lord and 
to seek him in his temple... My heart says of you, 'Seek his face!' Your face, Lord, I will seek...”4

That doesn't sound like a guilt trip to me. That sounds like love and devotion. That also sounds 
like repentance. Jesus' call to repentance is an invitation.

That much becomes clear in the verses that follow Jesus' preaching. Matthew tells us that Jesus 
was walking beside the Sea of Galilee and he saw Peter and Andrew, and he said to them, “Come, 
follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” At once they left their nets and followed Jesus.5 Now, 
this probably wasn't the first time Peter and Andrew had met Jesus. If you were here last week, you 
remember Bill reading from the Gospel According to John, that Andrew and Peter got to visit with 
Jesus. And so at this point Peter and Andrew (and James and John in the next account) already had 
encountered Jesus. They knew something of who he was. In a similar way, they also had encountered 
the light that Jesus shone, illuminating God's love and grace and the righteousness of God's kingdom.

So when Jesus invited them, they dropped everything and followed him. They stopped what 
they were doing, and they went with Jesus. What does that sound like? It sounds like repentance to me. 
They left one way of life behind, and pursued Jesus as their new way of life. 

Again, it certainly doesn't look like Andrew and Peter and James and John were motivated by 
guilt. No, they were motivated by faith—faith that Jesus offered them what their hearts truly desired. 
And they were motivated by the invitation to join in the work that Jesus was doing. 

Don't you see—repentance doesn't have to be a guilt trip. Surely guilt is good for helping us 
turn away from sin, but don't you think that it's love and joy and devotion and faith that draws us to 
Christ?

This October will be the 500th anniversary of the beginning of the Protestant Reformation, when
Martin Luther nailed his infamous 95 theses on the door of the cathedral in Wittenberg, Germany. The 
very first of those theses, or statements he wanted to defend, was this: “When our Lord and Master 
Jesus Christ said, 'Repent', he willed the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.”6

Before Luther discovered the grace of God in Jesus Christ, his life was one of misery, for he 
was weighed down with guilt. He wore his confessors out, because he would seek absolution for hours 
on end for the most minute sins he had committed. But when he discovered that righteousness is a gift 
from God, given to us by grace, through faith in Jesus Christ, it was like he was suddenly unshackled 
from this two-ton millstone he felt weighing him down. Suddenly life in Christ was no longer a burden 
to bear, but a life to live with joy and freedom.

I say this because when Martin Luther said that “the entire life of believers is to be one of 
repentance,” I am convinced that he wasn't referring to a life-long guilt trip. Indeed, as one who 
discovered and embraced the grace of God with enthusiasm, he was pointing to a life of joyful 
discipleship, following Jesus Christ in a spirit of love and devotion.

4 Psalm 27:4, 8
5 Matthew 4:18-20
6 http://www.luther.de/en/95thesen.html 
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So today I say with joy and gladness: Repent!
Repent, because Jesus loves you!
Repent, because you love Jesus!
Repent, and experience the good news!
Amen.


