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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from

the Lord Jesus Christ.

Return, Repent, Restore, Uphold

While our Lord afteer His baptism wrestled with the devil

and world, we afteer our baptisms must wrestle with our

sinful nature.  Ash Wednesday marks our turn to the season of Lent, traditionally a time

of wrestling with sin and temptation.  On this firrst day of the Lenten season in 

particular we encounter what sin has wrought in the world, and in our lives 

individually.  We head into this penitential season confronting a convergence of three 

things: mortality, mourning, and repentance.  We remember, even if we must forgo the 

ashes this year, that “we are dust and to dust we will return.”  We might mourn for 

those who have passed from this mortal life, and we might even mourn for Christ Jesus 

who soon goes to the cross, except that He has told us “do not weep for me, but weep 

for yourselves and for your children.”1  With all this in mind the 40 days of Lent 

appropriately begin with the great penitential Psalm of David, Psalm 51, his prayer of 

return and repentance, a cry to God to be restored out of terrible depravity and 

strengthened by the Holy Spirit through God’s word of consolation. 

1 Lk 23:28.
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“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love.”2  Theere are two outcomes 

whenever the Law is at work.  Either sinners will die in their sins, or sinners will die to 

their sins.  One of those outcomes is repentance, the other is condemnation.  David had 

come to know the work of the Law on his conscience as as result of his terrible sins 

against God.  You probably know the story of how he committeed adultery and then 

tried to cover it up, eventually resulting in the death of Uriah, the man married to 

Bathsheba.  Afteer doing these terrible things David thinks life just goes on as usual.  

Hear how this is described in the book of Second Samuel: “And when the mourning was

over, David sent and brought her to his house, and she became his wife and bore him a 

son.  But the thing that David had done displeased the LORD.”3

For many months David was therefore convinced of his own self righteousness.  He did 

what he had to do; afteer all, he was the king.  Who could dare tell him that his conduct 

was wrong, or even worse, that he had sinned?  David was sure he got away with it, 

even though “the thing that David had done displeased the LORD.”  Theis is the diffeerence

between a heart that hears the Law and repents, and a heart that hears the Law but still 

firnds counsel in his or her own self.  Theat person is still able to look inside and come up 

with whatever justifircation is necessary, whatever excuses are expedient.  Theis is the 

person who stands apart from God and is convinced there is no God, or at least not a 

God who is in the least bit concerned with judgement and holiness.  But that is not who

God is.  He is a God of righteousness, he is holy, and he cannot be in the presence of 

anything defirled in transgression.  To die in one’s sins is therefore to die to judgement, 

2 Ps 51:1.
3 2 Sa 11:27.
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to be cast away from the holiness of God forever.  Theis is the state of David’s soul.

But then one day “the LORD sent Nathan to David.”4  Perhaps you know this part of the 

story as well.  Nathan tells David a story, of how a poor man had his sole ewe lamb 

taken away by a rich man, who used it for a banquet when he could have had the pick 

of any number of other sheep from his own floocks.  David heard this story and was 

enraged.  Theis was terrible, the rich man must pay with his life!  Theen Nathan reveals 

that the story is actually about David and his terrible sin.  And here is Nathan’s word of

the Law: “Theus says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘I anointed you king over Israel, and I 

delivered you out of the hand of Saul.  And I gave you your master’s house and your 

master’s wives into your arms and gave you the house of Israel and of Judah.  And if 

this were too littele, I would add to you as much more.  Why have you despised the word

of the LORD, to do what is evil in his sight?”5  Nathan’s words struck David to the core.  

And so “David said to Nathan, “I have sinned against the LORD.”6  God’s word of the 

Law crushed his ego and stubborn heart and now he saw sin and its consequence, now 

he felt the misery of conscience.  David declares that God’s word of guilt, from the lips 

of the prophet, is the correct judgement.  Repentance begins with this, that we agree 

with God’s Law as we stand under its word of accusation that shows us our sins.  

Out of this David would write, “For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before

me.  Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that 

you may be justifired in your words and blameless in your judgment.”7  Theis is true 

4 2 Sa 12:1.
5 2 Sa 12:7–9.
6 2 Sa 12:13.
7 Ps 51:3–4.
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repentance, to see oneself before God, to see those things we have done and lefte 

undone, and realize that things are not what they should be, that the journey on the 

path of God is not what one wants it to be.  So David does not die in his sins, instead he

dies to them.  His sins are taken away by the grace and mercy of God.  David looks to 

God for mercy and firnds it only afteer he reckons with his sin.  Theen, afteer hearing his 

confession, Nathan pronounces an absolution: “Thee LORD also has put away your sin; 

you shall not die.”8  Thee proper work of the Law is condemnation, which leads to 

contrition and sorrow.  Without this there is no need to hear a word of forgiveness, for 

what then is there to be forgiven of?  Thee restoration of the sinner comes firrst in the 

hearing of the Law which prepares the heart to hear the Gospel.  Thee relief at the 

words, “I forgive you all your sins” only comes when and where the Law does its proper

work.  

David’s confession is made in the hope of forgiveness.  Likewise we confess our sins to 

God our Father, beseeching Him in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to grant us 

forgiveness for His sake.  And we know that our pleas are heard and answered, because 

the proper work of the Gospel is the Good News that our sins have been removed, 

wiped clean, and we have been restored with the very righteousness of God.  Even in 

the midst of sin and sorrow David hoped to hear this absolution – once he recognized 

his sin.  “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love”9 are words of 

hope, based on the assurance of who God is what he has promised for those who seek 

him and trust in his grace.  In the restoration and renewal of repentance we move from 

8 2 Sa 12:13.
9 Ps 51:1.
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sorrow to joy, from contrition to peace, at what God has done for us.  For Christ has 

done for us what He did to for David, and for all who die to their sins.  Return again to 

this mercy, “knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your 

forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious 

blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot.”10  Thee benefirts that He won

for us on the cross are ours in Him, and in our hearing the Word and in our receiving 

the blessed Sacraments we not only encounter the risen Christ but we are given what 

He has won for us on the cross.  Thee proper work of the Gospel “is the power of God for

salvation to everyone who believesKFor in it the righteousness of God is revealed from 

faith for faith.”11

So this is what Lent is for us every year in our Baptismal life, for our focus is always on 

the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.  Repentance leads to the cross, 

to restoration.  Theis is a season of resolution and renewal, and of strengthening in the 

spiritual disciplines of prayer and devotion to the Word.  In a normal year we would put

on ashes as those marked by the stain of sin.  But even without that helpful physical 

reminder, we gather tonight knowing that we are but mortal and will pass from this 

earth.  But thanks be to God, in Christ we have died to our sins, no longer bound to die 

in them.  In repentance and faith return to this treasure on this Ash Wednesday, for 

God does not leave us in dust and ashes.  His death on the cross has won the victory for

you.  In His death you have life in His name, and your sins are forgiven.

Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and your 

10 1 Pe 1:18–20.
11 Ro 1:16–17.
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minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.   Soli Deo Gloria✠
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