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Joel 2:12–19 

12 "Yet even now," says the LORD, "return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; 13 and rend your hearts and not your garments." Return to the LORD, your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and repents of evil. 14 Who knows whether he will not turn and repent, and leave a blessing behind him, a cereal offering and a drink offering for the LORD, your God? 15 Blow the trumpet in Zion; sanctify a fast; call a solemn assembly; 16 gather the people. Sanctify the congregation; assemble the elders; gather the children, even nursing infants. Let the bridegroom leave his room, and the bride her chamber. 17 Between the vestibule and the altar let the priests, the ministers of the LORD, weep and say, "Spare thy people, O LORD, and make not thy heritage a reproach, a byword among the nations. Why should they say among the peoples, `Where is their God?'" 18 Then the LORD became jealous for his land, and had pity on his people. 19 The LORD answered and said to his people, "Behold, I am sending to you grain, wine, and oil, and you will be satisfied; and I will no more make you a reproach among the nations.”

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
There is repentance, and then there is repentance.

The word repent means, simply, turn-back.  The sinner, who is turned away from God, is turned to his own concerns and pursuits, to his own pride, to confidence in his own worthiness—the sinner is found by the Lord, and the Lord, looking at the sinner, says, Repent, turn-back, return to the Lord your God.

Repent means, simply, turn-back.

But there is repentance, and then there is repentance.

One type of repentance we might call Law-repentance.  This is a repentance worked by the Law, a turning back which has the sinner trying to change what he is doing, trying to live a better life.

Law-repentance is simply a matter of hearing the condemnation of God’s holy Law, becoming frightened by it, and trying to stop doing whatever it was that was against the Law.

This is the repentance of when you’re driving down a road at 45 miles an hour passing all 35 mile per hour signs,  and, seeing a police car, you hit the brakes and slow down.  You turned back from your speeding, you quit breaking the law, and started driving right—repentance.  

It’s an outward repentance, though, a repentance worked by the fear of paying the price for doing wrong; it’s a repentance that everyone can see, so that now, seeing you drive like this, other drivers think you are law abiding—but is repentance worked by the Law true repentance?

Joel 2:19:

“Yet even now,” says the LORD, “return to me with all your heart, ...”
The Lord wants the heart.  He wants your heart, my heart, the heart of every sinner.

This is language not of an outward obedience, not of an obedience to the Law that everyone can see, as they see the brake lights flash-on on the back of a speeding car, but this is language of faith—the heart of faith.


We can use the Law of God to get an outward repentance; we can wield God’s Law like a hammer, forcing people to obey, to live a better life, sometimes with seemingly good results, sometimes with results that aren’t so good.  Sometimes when we use God’s Law to coerce, what we end up with is not obedience and someone living a seemingly more Christian life, but, instead, we end up with rebellion.  

That’s the problem with force and coercion—sometimes in our lives with others, force is met with force, and coercion with rebellion.

So we can use God’s Law to try to get repentance out of someone, sometimes with seemingly good results, sometime with lesser results, but it doesn’t matter.  Because the repentance of the Law is not repentance in God eyes.

He desires the repentance of the Gospel.  He wants the sinner cleansed of all sin and turned back to him in faith.  Where there is despair and shame in the life of the sinner, he wants to bring the sinner into his life of cleansing and hope.  Where there is fear caused by the Law, he wants to bestow the comfort of the Gospel of all sins forgiven.  Where there is hopelessness, he gives the life of faith.  He wants the heart.

He desires the repentance bestowed by the Gospel.  This is the repentance we cannot bring upon ourselves, we cannot accomplish by trying to lead a better life, we cannot in any way do ourselves.  

For this is the repentance where we have been called away from ourselves, from our own worthiness and our own works, and we have been called into the works and worthiness of our Lord, Christ Jesus.

It is the Lord turning us back to himself by gently calling us with the Gospel of all sins forgiven.  It is the Lord returning back to his steadfast love and abundant mercy, which is the blotting out of all our transgressions.  It is the Lord creating in us a clean heart, a heart of faith that always looks to the kindness and salvation of a gracious God.


The Law is still needed in our world.  The police car should still chase down speeders and keep the roads safe, the teacher should still give an “A” for work well done, an “F” for work undone, the parent should still punish the child who disobeys, reward the child when doing right, the judge should still throw the thief into jail.  The Law is still needed in our world, until that day when our Lord returns again.  And we pray that the Law will do its work of requiring and coercing right and just works.

But the Law only gives the requirements, only tells what must be done and not done, and only hands out the retribution.  The Law can never cleanse even one sinner; can never create faith in the heart of the sinner; can never give any comfort or relief or consolation.

The Gospel cleanses the sinner; creates faith in the heart, and bestows, always, the comfort and grace and consolation of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The Gospel is the word that God loves you and forgives you; it is the Lord dying on the cross in your place; it is being called out of death and into the life; it is God turning us back to him, all by his gift of grace. 

The Gospel is concerned with the heart, with turning the sinner around to hear the gracious voice of our Lord, with reconciling the sinner and returning the heart to the kindness of the Lord, with bestowing the gift of faith.  To be turned back to the Lord, to be returned to his grace, to hear his Gospel—that’s repentance.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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