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Preface: What is Lent?

The death and resurrection of Jesus Christ are at the very heart of Christianity. The good
news of the gospel is that God has acted in history to conquer evil and reconcile sinners
to himself through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. For those who have been
united with this Jesus — who have submitted to Him as savior and Lord — have been
united with Him in the likeness of His death and will one day be united with Him in the
likeness of His resurrection (Rom. 6:5). Lent, therefore, is about living out of our union
with, and identity in, Christ. Lent is first and foremost about the gospel making its way
deeper into our lives.

On the Christian calendar, Lent (from Latin, meaning “fortieth”) is the forty days
beginning on Ash Wednesday and leading up to Easter Sunday. Sundays themselves are
not counted in these forty days, as they are generally set aside as days of renewal and
celebration (“mini-Easters” of sorts).

The number forty carries great biblical significance based on: the forty days of rain
Noah and his family endured in the flood, the forty years Israel spent in the wilderness,
Jesus’ forty-day fast in the wilderness, the forty days Jesus spent on the earth after his
resurrection, and so much more. Forty days has been used by God to represent a period
of trial, testing, and preparation.

Likewise, Lent is a season of preparation and repentance during which we anticipate the
death (Good Friday) and resurrection (Easter Sunday) of Jesus. It is this very preparation
and repentance — aimed at grasping the intense significance of the crucifixion — that
gives us a deep and powerful longing for the resurrection, the joy of Easter.

As the title of this devotional suggests, Lent is a journey to the cross: meditating on our
sin and weakness, looking to Jesus as our perfect example and substitute, and being
heightened in our worship of his victory over Satan, sin, and death. On the cross, Jesus
took our place to appease God’s righteous anger toward our sin and rebellion. He was
separated from God so that we could experience union with God. He was crushed by
God so that we could be adopted by God. He was raised with God so that we too might
be raised with God. The drama of how this unfolded is the story of Lent.

The journey of Lent is to immerse ourselves in this grand story so that it might increase
our appreciation of Easter and love for Jesus. May we mourn the darkness in our hearts
and rejoice in the light of God who came into the world to save us!



Introduction: How to Use This Book

This book is a devotional guide for the season of Lent. Each day consists of Scripture
readings, meditations, reflection questions, and prayers—all aimed toward directing
your heart to God and deepening your understanding of the events that led to Easter.

Each week of the devotional is focused on a different theme: repentance, humility,
suffering, lament, sacrifice, and death. Although not exclusive to Lent, these themes
capture the content and tone of the season. They point us to Jesus, and to put it simply:
Lent is about Jesus. Our aim is to reflect meaningfully on his journey to the cross, so that
we might take up our cross and follow him.

The themes are built out as you go through the week, and every day will follow a distinct
pattern ...

Call to Worship

Worship starts with God. He calls us into his presence, and we respond by
coming before him in faith. Each day in this guide begins with a Call to Worship,
which is generally a Scripture reading or Psalm that directs our focus to God as
the initiator of our salvation and our Covenant Lord. Our Lenten journey must
begin and end with God.

Confession

As we consider the greatness of a holy God and experience his presence in
our lives, we are mindful of our sin and idolatry. God does not turn us away,
but invites us to confess our sins and be cleansed. This is a normal rhythm of
worship, but during Lent we have a heightened sense of desperation in this
regard. Use these moments each day, not merely reciting lines on a page, but
as a way to walk humbly before God and deepen your desire to live in the light
with him.

Contemplation

This section of the guide is made up of three things: 1) GOSPEL READINGS follow
the narrative of Jesus’ own journey to the cross from the gospel according to
Mark. 2) DEVOTIONAL thoughts touch on some aspect of that week’s theme.
Engage these sections with a spirit of submissiveness to God’s Word and
openness to his grace. 3) REFLECTION questions relate to the devotional. Use
these to press the truths of the gospel deeper into your heart and wider into
your life. How is God speaking to you, and how do you want to respond?

Closing Prayer

Using the words from various liturgical resources, these prayers close each
day as an added way to commune with God and express your desire to be
transformed by his Spirit.



A word about Sundays: Sundays in Lent are intended as a foretaste of Easter Sunday—
they are “mini-Easters.” This guide includes professions (statements) of faith in Christ
and hymns about his resurrection on each Sunday in order to allow you to rest, reflect,
and rejoice. When Sunday comes each week, feast on these great truths with much joy
and celebration in your heart.

A word about fasting: Traditionally, Lent is a time when we fast, or give things up.
When we deny ourselves familiar comforts, we learn something powerful about our
weaknesses, our needs, and our deepest longing for God. Fasting is a tangible, physical
activity that points to our spiritual longing to be rooted in Jesus alone and find our true
comfort and joy in him. Consider how you might meaningfully engage in the discipline
of fasting this Lenten season as a supplement to this guide.

Lastly, a pastoral encouragement: Our God is “able to do far more abundantly than all
that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us” (Eph. 3:20). Give yourself
to Him this Lenten season through meditation, preparation, and repentance. Your
reward will be the same as that of Jesus: the overwhelming joy of Easter resurrection.
May you be renewed in your love and affection for him!



The First Days of Lent
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# Day 1: Ash Wednesday

Call to Worship

Blow a trumpet in Zion; sound an alarm on my holy mountain! Let all the
inhabitants of the land tremble, for the day of the Lord is coming; it is near, a day
of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness! Like blackness there
is spread upon the mountains a great and powerful people; their like has never
been before, nor will be again after them through the years of all generations.
“Yet even now,” declares the Lord, “return to me with all your heart, with fasting,
with weeping, and with mourning; 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 he relents over disaster.”

[JOEL 2:1-2, 12-13]

Confession

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your
great compassion blot out my transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity and
cleanse me from my sin. Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach
me wisdom in the inmost place. Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a
steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy
Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing
spirit, to sustain me. Amen.

[PSALM 51:1-2,6,10-12]

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

And Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi. And on
the way he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” And they told him,
“John the Baptist; and others say, Elijah; and others, one of the prophets.” And he
asked them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the
Christ.” And he strictly charged them to tell no one about him.

[MARK 8:27-30]

DEVOTIONAL

Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of the Lenten season. The aim of Ash Wednesday
is threefold: to meditate on our mortality, sinfulness, and need for a savior; to renew
our commitment to daily repentance in all of life; and to remember with confidence and
gratitude that Jesus has conquered sin and death. Our worship today should be filled
with gospel truth because it is a witness to the power and beauty of our union with
Christ and to the daily dying and rising with Christ that comes with this unity.

During a traditional Ash Wednesday service, ashes are applied to the worshiper’s
forehead (the “imposition”) in the shape of a cross. In Scripture ashes or dust symbolize
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THE FIRST DAYS OF LENT

mortality (Gen. 18:27), mourning (Est. 4:3), judgment (Lam. 3:16), and repentance (Jon.
3:6). An ashen cross serves as a reminder that you come from dust and to dust you shall
return one day. It is also a call to “Consider yourself dead to sin and alive in Christ Jesus”
(Rom. 6:11).

As you begin this journey of Lent, you must start with rending your heart—tearing it
from self-absorption and binding yourself (mind and devotion) to Jesus. Regardless of
your current state or your proneness to wander, you must “Return to the Lord your God,
for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love” (Joel
2:13). After all, Lent is not about your faithfulness, but rather about the faithfulness of
Jesus on your behalf. He is the faithful One!

REFLECTION

1. Spend some time being still before God, asking the Spirit to search you: “Search
me, O God, and know my heart; try me and know my thoughts. See if there is any
wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” (Ps. 139:23-24).

2. What hesitations or hindrances do you have in beginning this journey of Lent?

3. What habits/tendencies of self-absorption do you need to tear yourself from?

Closing Prayer

Journey with us, O holy God, as we begin our way to the cross. Sharpen our
focus, that our attention may center more on you than ourselves. Lead us
through the shadows of darkness and prepare our hearts, that we might be a
people of prayer, ready to perceive and respond to your Son and our Savior,
Jesus Christ. In his name we pray. Amen.

[WSB]
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¥ Day 2

Call to Worship

The Lord upholds all who are falling and raises up all who are bowed down. The
eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food in due season. You open your
hand; you satisfy the desire of every living thing. The Lord is righteous in all his
ways and Rind in all his works. The Lord is near to all who call on him, to all who
call on him in truth. He fulfills the desire of those who fear him; he also hears their
cry and saves them. The Lord preserves all who love him, but all the wicked he will
destroy. My mouth will speak the praise of the Lord, and let all flesh bless his holy
name forever and ever.

[PSALM 145:14-21]

Confession

Holy and merciful Father, we confess to you ... that we have sinned by our
own fault in thought, word, and deed; by what we have done and by what we
have left undone. We have not loved you with our whole heart, and mind, and
strength. We have not loved our neighbors as ourselves. We have not forgiven
others as we have been forgiven. We have been deaf to your call to serve, as
Christ served us ... We have grieved your Holy Spirit.

[BCP]

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

And he began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and
be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes and be Rilled, and
after three days rise again. And he said this plainly. And Peter took him aside and
began to rebuke him. But turning and seeing his disciples, he rebuked Peter and
said, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are not setting your mind on the things of
God, but on the things of man.” And calling the crowd to him with his disciples, he
said to them, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up
his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever
loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it. For what does it profit a man
to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul? For what can a man give in return for
his soul? For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and
sinful generation, of him will the Son of Man also be ashamed when he comes in
the glory of his Father with the holy angels.”

[MARK 8:31-38]

DEVOTIONAL

The Lenten season is a time of preparation and repentance in which we make our hearts
ready for remembering Jesus’ passion and celebrating Jesus’ resurrection. It can be a
deeply meaningful journey so long as we get past mere externalities.
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THE FIRST DAYS OF LENT

You may be familiar with the outward aspects of Lent: ashes on foreheads, conversation
about giving up sugar or caffeine or TV. But Lent, like spiritual life in general, is not
merely external. There are internal realities that give depth and meaning to our actions,
things like humility, sacrifice, repentance, and faith. In other words, there is more to
Lent than deciding between coffee and TV.

You could, of course, just decide that you are not going to drink coffee for forty days and
be done with it, but to do so would be to deprive yourself of far more than coffee. You
would miss something that God wants to do in you this season.

Jesus fasted from food and water for forty days in the wilderness. It was not a religious
ritual or merely a display of his restraint. Rather, it was a time of trial and temptation
which he endured by entrusting himself to God and being nourished on the Word of
God. The point of the wilderness, for Jesus, was to experience the real presence of God
with him, and power of God at work in him.

Though they may look the same from the outside, participating in Lent and “playing”
at Lent are entirely different realities. So give up coffee if you want to, but don’t pretend
that the absence of a beverage will sufficiently help you draw near to God.

The Lenten practice of denying usual comforts is a means of deepening our sense of
union with Jesus, and reorienting our life around the things of God. We give up that
which distracts and entangles because we want to experience some real joy and freedom
in Christ.

When considering what to give up for Lent, begin with whatever habits or things lie at
the heart of your consumer lifestyle. Forsake them for the sake of being consumed by
the God-life. Lent is not about what we do for Christ. It is about plumbing the depths of
what he has done for us.

REFLECTION

1. In what areas of your life have you settled for the appearance of godliness?

2. In what ways do you sense a need for the Spirit of God to make Jesus real to you?

Closing Prayer

Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations. Before the mountains
were brought forth, or you had formed the earth and the world, from everlasting
to everlasting you are God. Teach us, Lord, to count our days that we may gain
a wise heart. Satisfy us in the morning with your steadfast love, so that we may
rejoice and be glad all our days. Through Christ, our Lord. Amen.

[BASED ON PSALM 90]
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% Day 3

Call to Worship

A voice cries: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord; make straight in the
desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain
and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough
places a plain. And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see
it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” A voice says, “Cry!” And I said,
“What shall I cry?” All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is like the flower of the field.
The grass withers, the flower fades when the breath of the Lord blows on it; surely
the people are grass. The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God
will stand forever.

[ISAIAH 40:3-8]

Confession

Most merciful God whose Son, Jesus Christ, was tempted in every way, yet was
without sin, we confess before you our own sinfulness; we have hungered after
that which does not satisfy; we have compromised with evil; we have doubted
your power to protect us. Forgive our lack of faith; have mercy on our weakness.
Restore in us such trust and love that we may walk in your ways and delight in
doing your will. Amen.

[WSB]

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

And he said to them, “Truly, I say to you, there are some standing here who will
not taste death until they see the kingdom of God after it has come with power.”
And after six days Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them
up a high mountain by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his
clothes became radiant, intensely white, as no one on earth could bleach them.
And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, and they were talking with Jesus.
And Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good that we are here. Let us make three tents,
one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.” For he did not know what to
say, for they were terrified. And a cloud overshadowed them, and a voice came
out of the cloud, “This is my beloved Son; listen to him.” And suddenly, looking
around, they no longer saw anyone with them but Jesus only.

[MARK 9:1-8]

DEVOTIONAL

At the onset of Jesus’ ministry, John announced his coming in fulfillment of Isaiah 40:
“In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a highway
for our God.” This is the cry of Lent: Prepare the way of the Lord! Make room for him in
your thoughts and activities and affections.
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THE FIRST DAYS OF LENT

An appropriate response to this announcement is to take stock of our lives, to reconsider
how we are living our lives in light of God’s presence and power made available to us in
Jesus. And that is what Lent is for, to reflect on our lives as they are and as they could be.

Giving up a habit or a food or a pleasure is not distinctly Christian. People give up things
all the time in the name of self-help, or worse, vanity and vengeance. The point of Lent
is to reorient life God-ward. This reorientation has to do with desert and wilderness.

A “wilderness experience” in our language usually means one has been gone for a while
and now returns with new insight or perspective, “a new lease on life.” Whether it is
a trip to the third world, or a hike in the mountains, people are stripped of their usual
comforts, removed from the safety of familiarity, and are forced to see the world from a
different vantage point.

Our aim during Lent is something like a wilderness experience. We want to shake up our
lives significantly enough that when we reach for our usual comforts and grasp a fistful
of air, we are forced to cling to Christ — his body, his blood. We want to see just how
upside down our world really is as our “important things” prove to be perishable goods,
as the light shines on our “righteousness” and exposes the layers of “self” beneath the
surface, and as our “busy” lives are shown to simply lack wisdom.

The desire is a new lease on life, a view into the vast world of God, a deep breath and
long look above the tree line of self-absorption. So in Lent we focus on getting away
from the life of flesh and into the life of the Spirit, denying our ways and embracing
God’s.

The point of giving things up is not to be reminded of how much we miss them, but
rather to be awakened to how much we miss God and long for his life-giving Spirit. This
means, of course, that Lent is not only about giving up things. It is also about adding
things, God-things.

» Having given up junk food for a healthy diet, what will you do with the energy you
gain?

» Having given up reading magazines, what will you read now?

» Having given up Facebook, to whom will you devote meaningful conversation?

» Having given up lunch, how will you rely on God for the strength of “food from
heaven”?

» Having given up TV as a default activity, how will you use that time to cultivate
quality family time?

» Having given up isolation, how will you immerse yourself in community?
» Having given up shopping, will you see those who need clothing in your city?

» Having sacrificed whatever form of selfishness you indulge, how will you meet the
needs of others?

14



THE FIRST DAYS OF LENT

The practice of giving something up for Lent is a way of entering into the wilderness
with Jesus. Don’t worry about whether or not your sacrifice is a good one. It’s not a
contest. Just make your aim to know Christ more fully, and trust him to lead you. Seek
to replace that thing with devotion to Christ—his Word and his mission. God may lead
you to give up and take up more as you go. That’s good. Deny yourself, take up your
cross and follow Jesus.

REFLECTION

1. What measures will you take to reorient your life around the things of God during
this season?

2. What will you give up? What will you add?

Closing Prayer

Merciful God, we come to you today realizing that we are not how you want us
to be. Help us let go of our past, that we may turn toward you and live again
the life of faith. Help us call out our fear and hatred, our anger and self-pity. Lift
the burden they place on our shoulders. Help us set aside our guilt and enter
a season of healing. As we pray and fast today, help us become simple people,
that we may see you plainly. Let us draw near to you now. Amen.

[WSB]
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% Day 4

Call to Worship

Let us look to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was
set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right
hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility
against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted.

[HEBREWS 12:2-3]

Confession

God of exodus and wilderness, God of refuge and help, hear us now as we make
our confession to you. In times of temptation we forget what you have done for
us. You give us everything we need, yet we often remain unsatisfied; you trust
us to care for creation, yet we often abuse that trust and spoil what we have
been given. You show us the way we are to follow, yet we often continue on the
path of self-indulgence and self-centeredness. Forgive us, we pray. We ask for
your direction, your patience, your love, in the name of Jesus Christ, who, in
spite of his temptations, was faithful to your saving Word. Amen.

[WSB]

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

And as they were coming down the mountain, he charged them to tell no one
what they had seen, until the Son of Man had risen from the dead. So they kept
the matter to themselves, questioning what this rising from the dead might mean.
And they asked him, “Why do the scribes say that first Elijah must come?” And he
said to them, “Elijah does come first to restore all things. And how is it written of
the Son of Man that he should suffer many things and be treated with contempt?
But I tell you that Elijah has come, and they did to him whatever they pleased, as
it is written of him.”
[MARK 9:9-13]

DEVOTIONAL

Lent is a journey that ends with resurrection, but by way of the desert and the cross.
Anyone who takes it seriously quickly discovers the challenge of entering into this
wilderness. It is not a casual shift—we must devote ourselves to it as a matter of the
heart. Nor is it a sudden shift—we have to unravel the entangled habits of our bodies,
and make ready our preoccupied minds. In these first few days, we have been trying to
downshift slowly and thoughtfully from our normal routine into the rhythms of Lent.

There are perhaps a few groups of people at this point: latecomers, early goers, and those
who are neither here nor there.

16



THE FIRST DAYS OF LENT

Latecomers: If Lent were a party, you just walked in the door and aren’t quite sure what
has already been said and done. Part of you wants to blend in like you know what you
are doing, and part of you wonders if you should just go home and try to make it on
time next year. Good news for you: The Lent party is a gospel party! The gospel of Jesus
does not discriminate against when or how you got here. It only beckons you to come
as you are.

What should you do now that you are here? Set aside some time for understanding and
prayer. Catch up on the reading, worship Jesus, and ask him to lead you in this journey.
Decide on something that you will give up and something that you will take up in order
to draw near to God. Do not worry about what you have missed or whether or not you
are doing it right. “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these
things will be added to you. Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow
will be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble” (Matthew 6: 33-34).

Early Goers: If Lent were a race, you are starting to lose energy. You began with
enthusiasm, but you have already forgotten at times what you are supposed to be doing,
or you may simply feel defeated by how well everyone else seems to be doing. Good
news for you: You are worse than you think, but also far more loved by God than you
ever imagined. There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, which means
you have been set free from “performing Lent”. Indeed, the very thing that Lent beckons
us to consider is the death of Jesus, in whom all of our unfaithfulness and shame was
condemned once for all, so that we may breathe easy in the company of God’s family.

What should you do if you have already strayed? Get back on course. Repent of making
Lent about what you do or don’t do (or what other people do) and run to the cross where
“God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do, by sending His Son in
the likeness of sinful flesh” (Romans 8:3).

Neither Here Nor There: You are neither here (late) nor there (gone). You are running
with the pack, fully present at the party. Good news for you: The gospel is deeper and
fuller than you ever imagined! “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud
of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and
let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder
and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross,
despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him
who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow
weary or fainthearted” (Hebrews 12:1-3).

This is what Lent is about: joining the company of God’s people to consider Jesus’
suffering and death; denying ourselves and being sustained by God so that we may run
straighter and stronger; gaining hope and strength from the faithfulness of God in Christ
Jesus. Wherever you are today — behind, astray, on course — fix your eyes on Jesus, our
brave frontrunner and generous host.
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THE FIRST DAYS OF LENT

REFLECTION

1. What have you learned about God and yourself in these first days of Lent?
2. What areas of fear or pride are hindering you from fully committing to this journey?

3. How would you articulate your need for God and your longing to know his presence
and power more authentically than you do?

Closing Prayer

O Lord our God, long-suffering and full of compassion: Be present with us as
we enter this season in which we recall our Savior’s sufferings and celebrate
his triumph. Give us your Holy Spirit, so that as we acknowledge our sins and
implore your pardon, we may also have the strength to deny ourselves and be
upheld in times of temptation through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.

[WSB]
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First Sunday of Lent

This is the good news that we have received, in which we stand, and by which
we are saved: Christ died for our sins, was buried, was raised on the third day,
and appeared first to the women, then to Peter and the Twelve, and then to many
faithful witnesses. We believe Jesus is the Christ, the Anointed One of God, the
firstborn of all creation, the firstborn from the dead, in whom all things hold
together, in whom the fullness of God was pleased to dwell by the power of the
Spirit. Christ is the head of the body, the church, and by the blood of the cross
reconciles all things to God. Amen.

[BASED ON 1 CORINTHIANS 15; COLOSSIANS 1]

b

How deep the Father’s love for us
How vast beyond all measure
That He should give His only Son
To make a wretch His treasure
How great the pain of searing loss
The Father turns His face away
As wounds which mar the Chosen One
Bring many sons to glory

Behold the Man upon a cross
My sin upon His shoulders
Ashamed, I hear my mocking voice
Call out among the scoffers
It was my sin that held Him there
Until it was accomplished
His dying breath has brought me life
I know that it is finished

I will not boast in anything
No gifts, no power, no wisdom
But I will boast in Jesus Christ
His death and resurrection
Why should I gain from His reward?
I cannot give an answer
But this I know with all my heart
His wounds have paid my ransom

[STUART TOWNEND]
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xDay 5

Call to Worship

Oh sing to the Lord a new song; sing to the Lord, all the earth! Sing to the Lord,
bless his name; tell of his salvation from day to day. Declare his glory among
the nations, his marvelous works among all the peoples! For great is the Lord,
and greatly to be praised; he is to be feared above all gods. For all the gods of
the peoples are worthless idols, but the Lord made the heavens. Let the heavens
be glad, and let the earth rejoice; let the sea roar, and all that fills it; let the field
exult, and everything in it! Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy before
the Lord, for he comes, for he comes to judge the earth. He will judge the world in
righteousness, and the peoples in his faithfulness.

[PSALM 96:1-5, 11-13]

Confession

Father in heaven, we need to be forgiven. We have tried to heal ourselves.
Instead of trusting in the death of Jesus Christ, we have tried to work off our
guilt. We have tried so hard to pile up good deeds that outweigh our sins.
Instead of trusting in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, we have tried to change
through our own efforts. We have tried to change our hearts through sheer
willpower. Forgive us for trying to heal ourselves. Forgive us for neglecting your
grace. Forgive us and heal us, for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

And when they came to the disciples, they saw a great crowd around them, and
scribes arguing with them. And immediately all the crowd, when they saw him,
were greatly amazed and ran up to him and greeted him. And he asked them,
“What are you arguing about with them?” And someone from the crowd answered
him, “Teacher, I brought my son to you, for he has a spirit that makes him mute.
And whenever it seizes him, it throws him down, and he foams and grinds his
teeth and becomes rigid. So I asked your disciples to cast it out, and they were
not able.” And he answered them, “O faithless generation, how long am I to be
with you? How long am I to bear with you? Bring him to me.” And they brought
the boy to him. And when the spirit saw him, immediately it convulsed the boy,
and he fell on the ground and rolled about, foaming at the mouth. And Jesus
asked his father, “How long has this been happening to him?” And he said, “From
childhood. And it has often cast him into fire and into water, to destroy him. But if
you can do anything, have compassion on us and help us.” And Jesus said to him,
“If you can’! All things are possible for one who believes.” Immediately the father
of the child cried out and said, “I believe; help my unbelief!” And when Jesus saw
that a crowd came running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it,
“You mute and deaf spirit, I command you, come out of him and never enter him
again.” And after crying out and convulsing him terribly, it came out, and the boy
was like a corpse, so that most of them said, “He is dead.” But Jesus took him by
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the hand and lifted him up, and he arose. And when he had entered the house, his
disciples asked him privately, “Why could we not cast it out?” And he said to them,
“This kind cannot be driven out by anything but prayer.”

[MARK 9:14-29]

DEVOTIONAL

Lent is a time of particular focus on repentance, which does not mean that we atone for
our sins, or even that we feel deep shame about them. Repentance is our response to the
fact that Jesus atoned for our sins and bore our shame on the cross.

The word “repentance” has a negative connotation in our culture. To say that someone
needs to repent implies they have done something really bad, and should feel really bad
about it. While that may be true in some respect, the call to repentance is fundamentally
good news. One Bible commentator says, “Repentance from the beginning of time to
this present hour has been, and remains, the most positive Word from the heart of God.”

Because God made us for himself, our highest good is to repent and turn to God.

In the Old Testament, the sins of God’s people and their lack of repentance led to their
exile. God ordained their ruin and captivity at the hand of Pagan nations. It was horrific at
every level: physical, national, cultural, and spiritual devastation. As awful as it sounds,
it was actually a demonstration of God’s love. As a father disciplines his children, “the
Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives” (Hebrews
12:6). The point of discipline is correction and restoration. It is an invitation to fellowship.

Paul says it is God’s kindness that leads us to repentance (Romans 2:4). God calls us to
himself, convicts us of our sins, comforts us with his love, and changes us by his grace.
Our repentance begins and ends with God! When we make it about what we will do to
make things right with God, we veer off the road of faith into one of two ditches.

On one side of the road, we express resolve: “I will never do that again!” We act as if we
can wipe the slate clean with our sincerity and earn a pardon with our passion. When
we promise to never do that again, we are saying that we really can be good enough,
and we’ll prove it this time. But repentance is not a do-over. Nor is it a system of works-
righteousness. Rather, it is a means of experiencing the abundant grace of God toward
us in Christ. Grace exposes our desire to be good enough and digs to the root of our sins.
Who we really are—that is the realm in which grace intends to go to work, to renovate
our lives and help us work out our salvation with fear and trembling. Mere resolution
defrauds repentance of its lasting true fruit.

On the other side of the road, we express remorse: “I can’t believe I did that.” Feelings of
shame and guilt are natural, but the Bible says there are two kinds of grief: worldly and
godly (2 Corinthians 7:10). “Worldly grief” turns us in on self so that we are primarily
concerned with our feelings and self-interests. So we feel bad, but only because we got
caught. We are troubled, but only until the negative attention goes away. A common
symptom of worldly grief is self-loathing: If we can just feel bad enough, or punish
ourselves enough, we can make up for what we’ve done and appease God’s wrath
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against our sin.

“Godly grief,” on the other hand, “produces a repentance that leads to salvation without
regret” (2 Corinthians 7:10).

The one who has godly grief understands that her sin is against God as well as others,
and that it reflects a deeper wickedness in her heart. She knows that admitting and
regretting are not the same as repenting.

True repentance always terminates on Jesus. It does not wallow in self-loathing or
delight in self-flagellation. Rather, it allows an honest sense of our sinfulness to drive
us toward the depth of Christ’s mercy in the gospel.

REFLECTION

1. In what areas are you feeling shame, guilt, a need for a do-over, or drive to “do
better”?

2. Take a few moments and confess these areas to God. Thank him for his grace and
mercy in the gospel that frees us from being slaves to these things.

Closing Prayer

Gracious God, out of your love and mercy you breathed into dust the breath of
life, creating us to serve you and our neighbors. In this season of repentance,
restore to us the joy of our salvation and strengthen us to face our mortality,
that we may reach with confidence for your mercy, in Jesus Christ, our Lord,
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.
Amen.

[WSB]
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¥ Day 6

Call to Worship

I'will recount the steadfast love of the Lord, the praises of the Lord, according to all
that the Lord has granted us, and the great goodness to the house of Israel that he
has granted them according to his compassion, according to the abundance of his
steadfast love. For he said, “Surely they are my people, children who will not deal
falsely.” And he became their Savior. In all their affliction he was afflicted, and the
angel of his presence saved them; in his love and in his pity he redeemed them; he
lifted them up and carried them all the days of old.

[ISAIAH 63:7-9]

Confession

Holy and merciful God, we confess that we have sinned against you in thought,
word, and deed, by what we have done, and by what we have left undone. We
have not loved you with our whole heart and mind and strength. We have not
loved our neighbors as ourselves. We have not forgiven others as we have been
forgiven. Accept our repentance, O God, and let your anger depart from us. In
your mercy forgive what we have been, help us amend what we are, and direct
what we shall be, so that we may delight in your will and walk in your ways, to
the glory of your holy name. Through Christ, our Lord. Amen.

[WSB]

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

They went on from there and passed through Galilee. And he did not want anyone
to know, for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is
going to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him. And when
he is Rilled, after three days he will rise.” But they did not understand the saying,
and were afraid to ask him. And they came to Capernaum. And when he was
in the house he asked them, “What were you discussing on the way?” But they
kept silent, for on the way they had argued with one another about who was the
greatest. And he sat down and called the twelve. And he said to them, “If anyone
would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.” And he took a child
and put him in the midst of them, and taking him in his arms, he said to them,
“Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me, and whoever receives
me, receives not me but him who sent me.”

[MARK 9:30-37]

DEVOTIONAL

Last Wednesday, people around the world marked their foreheads with ash as a sign
of their humanity and mortality. We find this symbolism and practice throughout the
Bible. When Abraham petitioned God, he said, “Behold, I have undertaken to speak to
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the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes” (Genesis 18:27). When the people of Nineveh
heeded Jonah’s warning, the king “arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered
himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes.” This is the posture of repentance.

In the book of 2 Chronicles, God instructs Solomon in a prayer of repentance “If my
people who are called by my name humble themselves, and pray and seek my face, and
turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and
heal their land” (7:14).

When God’s people went astray, there was often a corporate aspect to their repentance.
They would fast and mourn and pray together for God to heal and bless their nation.
That kind of repentance is appropriate when we find ourselves feeling the consequences
of cultural or national sin. For instance, I am both troubled and tempted by the rampant
materialism and objectification in our country. I am a participant, but it is much bigger
than any one person. We need to repent corporately for these kinds of things.

As necessary as corporate repentance was and is, it can become more about ritual than
relationship. The prophets spoke out against this kind of empty worship. The prophet
Joel warned Israel to “rend your heart, not your garments” (Joel 2:13). One commentator
summarizes the point like this: “What was needed was not ritual alone, but the active
involvement of the individual in making a radical change within the heart and in
seeking a new direction for one's life. What was demanded was a turning from sin and
at the same time a turning to God. For the prophets, such a turning or conversion was
not just simply a change within a person; it was openly manifested in justice, kindness,
and humility.”

The term used extensively by the Prophets (shubh) means “to turn” or “return,” so the
idea of returning from exile is in view. John the Baptist was cut from the same fabric
as the prophets. He called his own generation to make a radical turn in the direction of
their lives by pointing them to the soon-coming Messiah. Life as usual is crooked. Right
side up is upside down. Make room for the straight path of Jesus.

Here is the beginning of repentance: in humility we must turn to God. This is simple, but
essential. God is the Creator of heaven and earth, the primary mover, the ultimate point
of reference, and our highest good—King of kings and Lord of lords. Because the world
and everything in it belongs to God, any form of repentance must be addressed to him.

That seems obvious, but it is possible to believe in God and functionally exclude him
from our lives, to act as if we are ultimate. How often do we consider our circumstances
and think, “What do I need right now? How do I feel about this? What do I like or not
like about this?” We even enter into prayer and worship with these kinds of self-focused
questions. In these moments, though we believe in God, we are not functionally aware
of his presence with us and his providence in our circumstances. If we were, we might
say, “Father, you know what we need;” “How do you feel about this?” “Teach us your
will, that we may know what is ‘good and pleasing and perfect’”” (Romans 12:3). Notice
two key differences: the questions are directed toward God, not self, and are concerned
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for “us” and not just “me.”

So the first step in repentance is to address God. Acknowledge his sovereign control over
all things, recognize his presence in our circumstances, and invite him into the stuff
of our lives. Questions about what we think and feel and need are not bad questions,
but they are secondary matters. Our primary focus is on God, his kingdom, and his
righteousness (Matthew 6:33). Above all else, repentance is an address to God in which
we plead for his mercy and rest in Christ. In Christ, our ashes are turned to beauty,
for he has clothed us with the garments of salvation and covered us with the robes of
righteousness (Isaiah 63).

REFLECTION

1. What areas of your life seem apart from God’s control? Where is it difficult to feel
God’s presence in your circumstances?

2. Is there any area of your life in which you are resistant to God’s control? Confess this
in prayer to him.

Closing Prayer

God of love, as in Jesus Christ you gave yourself to us, so may we give ourselves
to you, living according to your holy will. Keep our feet firmly in the way where
Christ leads us; make our mouths speak the truth that Christ teaches us; fill our
bodies with the life that is Christ within us. In his holy name we pray. Amen.

[WSB]
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¥ Day 7

Call to Worship

Let us worship God, who has done great things. We rejoice in our God, who made a
way through the desert of this world. Let us worship God, who has caused streams
of mercy to flow in the wasteland. We are the people God has formed through
Christ; we worship him, and we rejoice! Let us worship God in spirit and in truth.
We praise God for the grace that has saved us. Alleluia! We rejoice!

[BASED ON ISAIAH 43:19-21]

Confession

Almighty and merciful God, we confess that we have sinned against You and
one another in both our actions and our inactions. We recognize that in Jesus
Christ our light has come, yet often we choose to walk in shadows and ignore
the light. Gracious God, forgive our sins and remove from us the veil of darkness
that shrouds our lives. llumined by your Word and sacrament, may we rise to
the radiance of Christ’s glory. Amen.

[WSB]

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name,
and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.” But Jesus said, “Do
not stop him, for no one who does a mighty work in my name will be able soon
afterward to speak evil of me. For the one who is not against us is for us. For truly,
I say to you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you belong to
Christ will by no means lose his reward. “Whoever causes one of these little ones
who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him if a great millstone were hung
around his neck and he were thrown into the sea. And if your hand causes you to
sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled than with two hands to go
to hell, to the unquenchable fire. And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off. It is
better for you to enter life lame than with two feet to be thrown into hell. And if
your eye causes you to sin, tear it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of
God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into hell, ‘where their worm
does not die and the fire is not quenched.” For everyone will be salted with fire. Salt
is good, but if the salt has lost its saltiness, how will you make it salty again? Have
salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”

[MARK 9:38-50]

DEVOTIONAL

An honest friend once confessed, “My struggle with repentance has to do with knowing
myself well enough to see what I should repent of.” Even when we know that repentance
is important in general, we do not know what to repent of in particular. Similarly,
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sometimes we have a matter to bring to God, but we do not know the depths of it. This
is why we begin by seeking the face of God, because we need the bright light of God’s
presence to shine into the dark corners of our soul.

This is the good news that John proclaims: “God is light, and in him is no darkness at
all” (1John 1:5). In the Old Testament, “light” speaks to the character of God and the truth
of his word. In John’s writings, “light” is the glory of God in the person of Christ and
the practice of his Word. The latter is an unveiling and extension of the first. God has
revealed himself, not only in Christ but also in his Word. There is no falsehood in what
he has revealed. It is right and trustworthy, truth in its purest form.

Addressing God is not a formality. It is a desperate cry: “Search me, O God, and know
my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And see if there be any grievous way in me”
(Psalm 139:23-24).

But that sounds mechanistic. What about the mysterious working of God? What is the
dynamic of spiritual repentance that differentiates it from natural penitence? And more
practically, “How do I get from regret over my sin to true repentance?”

That God is the one who beckons and arouses the repentance is what makes it makes
it more than empty ritual. Natural repentance is aroused by fear or pride. Regarding
fear, I turn from my ways because I dread consequence or loss of approval from others.
Regarding pride, I tell myself that I need to turn from my ways because “I'm a good
Christian.” I must stop doing this because I don’t want to be like the kind of person who
does this. I'm not like that.

We cannot fix or manage the problem of sin. You can only be rescued from it and
sanctified in the midst of it.

If you are observing Lent — denying usual comforts, reorienting your life in some way
around the things of God — then isn't this your prayer? God, illuminate my path! Search
my heart and test my anxious thoughts. Shed light on my dark ways. I want a clear picture
of what my life is about, and where it is headed. How will I turn from my ways if I cannot
see them?

When we feel the pains of hunger, the habitual desire to watch TV, the consuming
desire to buy something, our thoughts turn here: “Search me, O God.” We want to know
the ways that sin has entangled us, blinded our perception, distorted our tastes, and
weakened our desires. We are preparing the way in our heart for God to speak, making
straight a path in our soul for the Spirit to work.

How does God search and test and illuminate? God has many instruments, I suppose,
but we must begin with the sharpest one. The Bible is the Word of God, “sharper than
any double-edged sword ... dividing soul and spirit ... judging the thoughts and attitudes
of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12). His word searches us, convicts us, enlightens us, and leads
us. This is why a greater devotion to the Bible is a good idea during the Lenten season.
Remember, we give up and take up. When we give up something, we make a clearing in
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our lives, but unless the clearing is filled up with light, we stumble around in the dark.
“How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth! Through
your precepts I get understanding; therefore I hate every false way. Your word is a lamp
to my feet and a light to my path” (Psalm 119:103-105).

REFLECTION

1. In what areas of your life are you merely trying to fix or manage the problem of sin?

2. What would it look like for you to move toward true repentance in that area?

Closing Prayer

Creator of the heavens and earth, Speak light into our immeasurable darkness.
Expose the chaos of our steps and bring order to our lives. Light of the World,
full of grace and truth, open up the kingdom of heaven to us. Tell us what you
hear and see and give us ears and eyes.
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¥ Day 8

Call to Worship

Oh give thanks to the Lord; call upon his name; make known his deeds among the
peoples! Sing to him, sing praises to him; tell of all his wondrous works! Glory in
his holy name; let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice! Seek the Lord and
his strength; seek his presence continually! Remember the wondrous works that
he has done, his miracles and the judgments he uttered, O offspring of Israel his
servant, children of Jacob, his chosen ones! Sing to the Lord, all the earth! Tell of
his salvation from day to day. Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous
works among all the peoples! For great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised, and
he is to be feared above all gods. For all the gods of the peoples are worthless idols,
but the Lord made the heavens.

[1 CHRONICLES 16:8-13, 23-26]

Confession

Father of mercies, we confess that we have sinned against you. By your Holy
Spirit, come and work repentance into our hearts. Help us to see you as you are:
with outstretched arms, a loving heart, and power to save. Help us to see Jesus,
the friend of sinners, and to follow him more faithfully. As we have received
him, so strengthen us to walk in him, depend on him, commune with him, and
be conformed to him. Give us an experience of your grace that makes us bold,
that we might joyfully live for the good of others. Amen.

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

And he left there and went to the region of Judea and beyond the Jordan, and
crowds gathered to him again. And again, as was his custom, he taught them.
And Pharisees came up and in order to test him asked, “Is it lawful for a man to
divorce his wife?” He answered them, “What did Moses command you?” They
said, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of divorce and to send her away.”
And Jesus said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart he wrote you this
commandment. But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and
female.” ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his
wife, and the two shall become one flesh.” So they are no longer two but one flesh.
What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” And in the house
the disciples asked him again about this matter. And he said to them, “Whoever
divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her, and if she
divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.”

[MARK 10:1-12]

DEVOTIONAL

I have a friend who tells me, “Reality is your friend.” I have another friend who replies,
“But sometimes your friends are ugly.”
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When we bring our lives into the light, they aren’t as pretty as we thought they were. But
that is the reality we must embrace. It truly is our friend because it points us to God, who
“is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness”
(1John 1:9).

The primary means by which we walk in the light with God is the simple act of confession.
Confession does not secure forgiveness, but rather facilitates the power of forgiveness
and its cleansing effects in the life of the believer. The acting agent is the blood of Jesus,
his sacrificial death on the cross (1:7). Jesus is willing and able to cleanse us and restore
our relationships if we will just get the real us in the light.

To walk in darkness means to neglect or even deny the truth about God, or about
ourselves. A toddler may close his eyes and believe that he cannot be seen, but only
because he does not see. So it is with the one who walks in darkness. He thinks his way
of seeing things is in fact reality, but nothing could be further from the truth. He will not
be able to have fellowship with God or with others until he sees according to truth. In
the realm of truth, he will be able to relate to God and others on the basis of what is real,
and experience the cleansing power of Jesus’ blood.

That sounds great “on paper,” but when it comes to our actual lives, we are not always
so eager to be honest. Instead, we deal with reality in other ways. We distract ourselves
with the artificial lights of work, entertainment, and hobbies. When ordinary busyness
doesn’t work, we take it up a notch and give ourselves to something so completely that
it consumes us. These are our addictions. When we feel stressed or bored or frustrated
or empty inside, they take us to another world where we can forget all our troubles, at
least for a little while. Addictions are dangerous because we are not only ignoring reality,
but also making it far worse.

Pretense, excuses, busyness, addiction, and despair are not our friends. They turn us in
upon ourselves, which leads to death. An honest look at reality, with God’s help, gives
us insight into the way sin works and how God can bring healing and transformation to
those areas of our lives. We can only repent of what we are able to see.

This is why community is such an essential context for true repentance. Our friends and
family can see our blind spots, and we need them to tell us. We need a community where
it is okay to talk about our struggle against temptation and sin, how sin is wrecking our
lives, and how our brokenness causes us to look for worth and joy and peace outside of
God. Can we talk about these things without condemning each other, or condoning sin?
Can we talk about our problems without someone always fixing it with their “solutions”?
Can we weep with those who weep, and pray for those who are struggling?

Search us, O God! Every dark corner and every hidden place.

REFLECTION

1. What is your practice of confession and repentance like? Where do you need to
grow?
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2. In what areas of your life are you guilty of walking in isolation? What areas of your
life does no one know about? What areas of struggle do you need to invite your
community into?

Closing Prayer

God of call, God of transformation, God of the Lenten journey, help us to discern
your still, small voice. Open us to change and growth, that we may walk with
Christ. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

[WSB]
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¥Day 9

Call to Worship

Let us worship God, for whom our souls thirst and our bodies long. Listen, listen
to me, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare. We have come to hear the
Word God has sent. God’s Word will not return empty but will accomplish through
us his holy purpose. Let us worship God in spirit and in truth. Then we will go out
with joy and be led forth in peace; the mountains and the hills will sing; the trees
of the field will clap their hands.

[BASED ON ISAIAH 55:2, 11-12; JOHN 4:24]

Confession

Everlasting God, fountain of all life and the true home of every heart: our hearts
are restless until they rest in you. Yet we confess that our hearts have been
enslaved by selfish passion and base desire. We have sought after many things
and have neglected the one thing needful. We have not loved you with our
whole hearts; help us to turn to you and find forgiveness. Lead us home, that
we may again find in you our life and joy and peace. Amen.

[WSB]

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

And they were bringing children to him that he might touch them, and the disciples
rebuked them. But when Jesus saw it, he was indignant and said to them, “Let the
children come to me; do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God.
Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the Ringdom of God like a child shall
not enter it.” And he took them in his arms and blessed them, laying his hands on
them.

[MARK 10:13-16]

DEVOTIONAL

Let’s return to God’s instruction to Solomon: “If my people who are called by my name
humble themselves, and pray and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I
will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land” (2 Chronicles 7:14).

Repentance begins with seeking God, embracing the way things really are by confessing
them, and then turning from our wicked ways. For confession and turning to occur, we
must take responsibility for our sin.

The word “sin” has been defined and applied in so many ways that I think most
people have adopted a rather trite view of sin that is focused on specific actions that
break God’s rules. The biblical concept of sin is not less than that, but it is more, much
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more. Let me share a helpful definition of sin from a 19th century philosopher named
Soren Kierkegaard: “Sin is the despairing refusal to find your deepest identity in your
relationship and service to God. Sin is seeking to become oneself, to get an identity,
apart from God.”

We were made for God, to center our entire life on him and find our sense of worth and
purpose in him. Anything other than that is sin. Tim Keller summarizes Kierkegaard’s
point this way: “Sin is not just the doing of bad things, but the making of good things
into ultimate things. It is seeking to establish a sense of self by making something else
more central to your significance, purpose, and happiness than your relationship with
God.”

This is a meaningful way to think about sin because we all identify with trying to build
our identity on something. In our culture it tends to be things like achievements, or
relationships, or being thought of as a good Christian. Everyone is building his or her
identity on something.

In my experience of trying to establish myself on the basis of other people’s approval, I
found it to be an exhausting and frustrating endeavor. This is what St. Augustine meant
when he said, “We were made for God, and that our hearts are restless until they find
rest in him.”

This is how Israel got to where they were. They made other things ultimate and whored
themselves out to false gods who could not save. Israel was always running to other
gods and then coming back to the Lord. This is the nature of our sin. We give ourselves
out to false gods and then come running back to God when our life is in ruins.

The gospel sets us free from this kind of fickle faith. God approves of us in Christ, without
condition. We are accepted and adopted into his family. We don’t need anything more
than what we have been given in Christ. We cannot accomplish anything more than
what he has already done on our behalf. Nothing can separate us from the love of God.
Therefore, we are free to accept responsibility for our sin without fear of condemnation.

We not only admit that we have sinned, but also that we have sinned because we
were tempted by our own desires, and willfully gave ourselves to them. This kind of
ownership is necessary for true repentance, and stands in contrast to many of the ways
we typically try to deal with our sin.

We try to justify our sin. When you become aware of sin, do you feel the need to nuance
everything, explain how complicated things are, or make excuses? Taking responsibility
for sin means we say, “Ilusted because my desires are perverted” ... “Ilied because I am
afraid of what people think about me” ... “I ate that because I do not have self-control
around food.”

We try to downplay our sin, hoping or assuming that God overlooks our sin. We don’t
think sin really affects our ability to relate to God, or hinders the flow of his blessing.
We think we are the exception. Taking responsibility for sin means we say, “My sin is
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destructive and grieves God. I will not be right with him until I deal with this.”

We pretend things are better than they really are, cleaning the outside of the cup while
we are filthy on the inside.

Taking responsibility means we say, “It doesn’t matter how good people think I am.
God sees right through me, and is not impressed or tricked by my lip service. God hates
hypocrisy!”

Our problems are bigger than our circumstances: we are broken on the inside. And
repentance is deeper than what we do: we need to repent of who we are. Remember,
repentance is good news. It is hope that God will restore us. Conviction of sin is a difficult
pill to swallow, but it is good medicine to the soul.

REFLECTION

1. What has God been bringing to your mind today? What is your reaction?
2. How are you trying to justify it in your head? Do you want to keep hiding it?

3. Do you have worldly grief over that sin?

Closing Prayer

God of mercy, you are full of tenderness and compassion, slow to anger, rich
in mercy, and always ready to forgive. Grant us grace to renounce all evil and
to cling to Christ, that in every way we may prove to be your loving children,
through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy
Spirit, one God, forever and ever. Amen.

[WSB]
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¥ Day 10

Call to Worship

For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that one has
died for all, therefore all have died; and he died for all, that those who live might
no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised.
From now on, therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh. Even though
we once regarded Christ according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer.
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away;
behold, the new has come. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin,
so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

[2 CORINTHIANS 5:14-17, 21]

Confession

God of compassion, in Jesus Christ you did not disdain the company of sinners
but welcomed them with love. Look upon us in mercy, we pray. Our sins
are more than we can bear; our pasts enslave us; our misdeeds are beyond
correcting. Forgive the wrongs we cannot undo; free us from a past we cannot
change; heal what we can no longer fix. Grace our lives with your love and turn
the tears of our past into the joys of new life with you. Amen.

[WSB]

Contemplation

GOSPEL READING

And as he was setting out on his journey, a man ran up and knelt before him and
asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” And Jesus said
to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone. You know
the commandments: ‘Do not murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do
not bear false witness, Do not defraud, Honor your father and mother.”” And he
said to him, “Teacher, all these I have Rept from my youth.” And Jesus, looking at
him, loved him, and said to him, “You lack one thing: go, sell all that you have
and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.”
Disheartened by the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.
And Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How difficult it will be for those
who have wealth to enter the Ringdom of God!” And the disciples were amazed at
his words. But Jesus said to them again, “Children, how difficult it is to enter the
kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for
a rich person to enter the Ringdom of God.” And they were exceedingly astonished,
and said to him, “Then who can be saved?” Jesus looked at them and said, “With
man it is impossible, but not with God. For all things are possible with God.” Peter
began to say to him, “See, we have left everything and followed you.” Jesus said,
“Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or
mother or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, who will
not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and
mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal
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life. But many who are first will be last, and the last first.”
[MARK 10:17-31]

DEVOTIONAL

Martin Luther said the Christian life is a walk of repentance and faith. Understanding
the various aspects of repentance and putting them together through reflection helps us
keep them together in our theology and practice. So let’s retrace some of our steps this
week.

Repentance is a response to God’s grace. It leads to joy and restoration. Not frustration
from trying harder, and not despair from beating yourself up. Those are forms of
penance. Jesus is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes, not
tries harder or feels worse (Romans 10:4). He condemned sin in the flesh in order that
the righteous requirements of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to
the flesh but according to the Spirit. There is therefore now no condemnation for those
who are in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:1-4). Therefore, repentance is motivated by love for
God and a desire for fellowship with him.

Repentance is addressed to God. King David’s famous confession is a great example of
addressing God: “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according
to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my
iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever
before me” (Psalm 51:1-3). His transgressions were adultery and murder, two sins clearly
against other people. Yet, he says to God: “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done
what is evil in your sight” (51:4). This does not abrogate his responsibility to others, but
simply underscores the primacy of God in all things.

Repentance is walking in the light. There was a time when David walked in darkness,
unwilling to see things for what they were. In Psalm 32, he writes: “When I kept silent,
my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand
was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.” (32:3-4). Only
when he came clean with God did he experience the grace of God: “I acknowledged my
sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the
LORD, and you forgave the iniquity of my sin.” (32:5).

Repentance is taking responsibility for our sin. In Psalm 51, David locates the problem:
“I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me” (51:4). He does not blame or
justify or look for a way out. He goes on: “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and
in sin did my mother conceive me” (51:5). The problem is not just that he sinned, but
that he is sinful. It would not be enough to clean the outside of the cup, which is why he
seeks a deeper cleansing: “Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being ... Purge me
with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow ... Create in
me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me.” (51:6-7, 10).

Repentance is turning to God in faith. In everyday language, repentance means to
“change your mind,” to reconsider how we are living our lives in light of our new identity
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and purpose in Christ. We are prone to wander, to pursue life on our terms, to locate our
sense of worth and joy and peace outside of God. So the call to repentance is a standing
invitation to give up our idolatrous pursuits, and turn to the one true God who restores
us to the life for which we were made. We cannot save ourselves.

Repentance is initial and ongoing. You may get in the light, and feel very liberated.
But then it won't be long until you are unmotivated, feeling the disappointment of
another rut. This does not underscore the failure of repentance, but merely teaches us
that repentance is both initial and ongoing. Real change always requires a clean break,
reaffirmed through subsequent decisions. If you are in a mess, and it has happened over
weeks or months or years, it is not going to get cleaned up right away. It’s a lifestyle.

“Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit” (Psalm
51:12).

REFLECTION

1. How has studying repentance this week changed your attitudes and affection for
Christ’s work on the Cross?

2. What is God speaking to you about this week? Where is he bringing conviction?
What actions do you need to take in response?

Closing Prayer

God of compassion, through your Son, Jesus Christ, you reconciled your people
to yourself. Followin