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In the name of the Father, and † of the Son, and 
of the Holy Spirit. Amen. When lightning ignites a 
forest fire in a California mountain range, or a hur-
ricane begins gathering momentum off the coast of 
Florida, inevitably it’s quite likely that there are 
going to be people living in the path of death and 
destruction who don’t want to listen to the admon-
ishment of others. Government officials will appear 
at their front doors, warning them that a forest fire 
or hurricane is headed their way, that there’s noth-
ing anyone can do to stop it, and that they need to 
move out of its path now. But there are always go-
ing to be some who will refuse to listen, who’ll 
think they can take care of themselves, who believe 
they can “tough it out,” and that don’t need any-
one’s help. 

In such situations everything may seem fine 
while the danger is still long distant, but when the 
forest fire begins to melt the siding on the house, or 
the hurricane starts picking up boats and hurling 
them through the living room window, then there 
will be no time left to escape. When the fire and 
storm are knocking at the door those people may 
want to get out of Dodge, but no longer have the 
means, an escape route, or the time. Then what? 
The very same folks who earlier issued the warning 
are the very same ones who will be expected to re-
turn and save their backsides. Without such assis-
tance people’s lives would be destroyed, but with it 
people are sometimes able to escape certain death 
and receive the gift of life. 

Somewhat like a government official who warns 
us of impending disaster, Jesus is saying to us in 
today’s Gospel: “Repent, for the kingdom of heav-
en is at hand” – right here, knocking at the door. 
Hence, I’d like you to ask yourself – honestly – is it 
really possible to repent? What does repentance 
look like, exactly? What does it mean, and how can 
you be certain you’ve repented sufficiently so as to 
gain entry into the kingdom of heaven? The honest 
response to such a question – and this applies to us 
all – is that there isn’t a one of us who has enough 
willpower to do what God requires in this com-

mand that we repent. And even if we actually had a 
sincere enough desire to repent, what precisely are 
you to do? What steps should you take? How are 
you going to accomplish things the way God wants 
them done? 

“The kingdom of heaven is at hand,” says Jesus. 
The fire and storm are at the door. Jesus is here 
right now – He alone who is Judge of the living 
and the dead. And like the homeowner who stays 
too long even while the disaster is looming large 
and drawing closer, it isn’t going to matter how 
very much you may want to escape the fate of 
those who refuse to repent. For the truth of the mat-
ter is that neither you nor I have the power to do 
this properly. We have no viable escape route we 
can follow for repentance, and because none of us 
are getting any younger, there’s no way to be sure 
we even have enough time to do it. 

So, now what? Well, the very same Jesus who 
calls for your repentance is the very same One who 
has come to save you. He’s like the government 
official, if you will, who warns you to flee the 
storm and fire, and then later has to come back to 
rescue you. First He gives you the command, and 
then – even as the looming disaster threatens to de-
stroy you – He does for you what you would not 
and cannot do for yourself. He does the required 
repenting in your place – without any help or con-
tribution from you. And in that repentance, draw-
ing you to faith in Himself, He gives you the cer-
tainty of forgiveness and life. 

Hence, when Jesus preaches: “Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven is at hand,” He isn’t merely 
echoing the earlier words of John the Baptist. He’s 
tapping deeply into the Old Testament, where God 
spells out precisely how He brings about the mira-
cle of repentance in your life. Consider Hosea 6:1, 
where the prophet writes: “Come, let us return to 
the Lord, for He has torn us, that He may heal us. 
He has struck us down, and He will bind us up.” 
With these Words, God wants you to know that re-
pentance is something He begins in you through 



the wrath and condemnation of the Law. Through 
the Ten Commandments, He tears at you, so to 
speak, crushes you completely and breaks your 
bones, as it were – so that He Himself might then 
heal and bind you up with the promise of for-
giveness which is yours in our Lord and Savior, 
Jesus Christ. These words teach you to repent as 
you meditate on the Ten Commandments, as they 
tear you down, accuse and condemn you – as 
God’s Law makes it crystal clear that you are not 
going to be able to withstand God’s wrath and hot 
displeasure over your sin as Judgement Day draws 
near. And this God accomplishes in your life pre-
cisely so that you might then call out for Someone 
– that is, Christ – to save you. 

Again, consider Isaiah 44, verses 21-22, where 
the prophet writes: “O Israel, you will not be for-
gotten by Me. I have blotted out your transgres-
sions like a cloud and your sins like a mist. Return 
to Me, for I have redeemed you.” With these 
Words, God wants you to know what repentance 
does for you through the preaching of forgiveness 
and peace. If God were still angry with you, you 
would have reason to run away from Him. But He 
is not angry, because Jesus died on the cross in 
your place in order to quench the fire of God’s an-
ger. Just as a government official may want only 
your health and well-being when he urges you to 
escape from the path of an approaching fire or hur-
ricane, so also God wants only your health and 
well-being when He says to you: “Return,” and 
“Repent,” for He has blotted out your transgres-
sions with the blood of His Son so that all your sins 
have disappeared before Him like a mist in the ris-
ing Sun. 

But how are you to repent? You are to repent by 
wholeheartedly listening to and believing God’s 
Gospel promises which are spoken to you on ac-
count of Christ. You are to repent by simply allow-
ing Jesus, your Rescuer, to save you from the forest 
fire of God’s judgment and the hurricane of His 
divine wrath rather than erroneously believing you 
need no one’s help and that you can take care of 
yourself just fine. Just as a government official 
might try to save you from the deadly jaws of a 
looming storm or a fire, so also Jesus brings about 

your repentance – your deliverance and escape 
from death – and gives you the certainty of for-
giveness and life. 

So when you hear John and Jesus preaching in 
Holy Scripture: “Repent, for the kingdom of heav-
en is at hand,” understand that with these Words, 
God wants you to know that repentance isn’t some-
thing that happens only once during your lifetime. 
Rather know that repentance is a miracle God pro-
duces in you repeatedly and continually through 
the power of His blessed Word and holy Sacra-
ments. Repentance is something He will never stop 
working in you, for God’s call to repentance isn’t 
spoken of as if it were only a single action. Perhaps 
these words might have been better translated as 
“Be always repenting” or, “Continue repenting.” 
For the fact of the matter is that so long as you re-
main in this life, God’s Law will never cease with 
its accusations, and the fire of judgment will ever 
be far from your door. Therefore, be repenting – 
continually repenting – so long as you have life 
within you. 

And know this also, that our Lord Jesus will ev-
er remain as your faithful, courageous Rescuer, de-
livering you again and again and again by the mi-
raculous power of His Word. So when you hear 
these words: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is 
at hand,” remember, there is only one thing Jesus 
has in mind for you when He mouths these words – 
your rescue and your deliverance. In the very same 
way that a lifeguard may need to punch a drowning 
man in the gut before he can get him to stop resist-
ing his rescue, even so, our merciful God may have 
to punch you with His Law so that you might see 
the seriousness of your situation – that you might 
see how sin is trying to drag down into hell – that 
you might stop resisting long enough for Him to 
drag you to safety through the birth, life, suffering, 
death and resurrection of His Son as it comes to 
you in the ministry of His Church. May it always 
be so, for Jesus’ sake. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all 
understanding, will keep your hearts and minds in 
that one true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlast-
ing. Amen. 

 


