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Pastor Garth Wehrfritz-Hanson

“Time to repent in response to God’s grace”

God’s grace, time, and repentance—these three emphases are highlighted in today’s

first lesson, second lesson, and gospel. In a sense, they also agree with the familiar

passage of Ecclesiastes 3, namely: “For everything there is a season, and a time for

every matter under heaven.” During the season of Lent, we are given time, 40 days, to

carefully examine ourselves, and our relationship with the Lord, and with others. This is

possible because of God’s forgiveness, mercy and grace. 

   In today’s first lesson, the people of Judah are getting ready to leave their Babylonian

captivity. God invites them to partake of his grace-filled banquet. A meal that is freely

given to them. As Christians reading this passage, we think of our grace-filled meal, the

Lord’s Supper, wherein Jesus comes to us through bread and wine, offering us his grace,

his loving presence, and his forgiveness. In the Isaiah passage, God’s grace continues, as

he promises his people that his everlasting covenant, his steadfast love, is going to be

renewed with them. 

   However, the question arises in verses 6 and 7 whether God’s people will earnestly

seek and return to the LORD; in other words, will  they repent in response to God’s

grace while God is near; during the time that God gives them the opportunity to return

to him; to seek him; to repent? The implication in our Isaiah passage seems to be that

there is a time for everything, a season for every matter under heaven. God’s people,

you and I,  are given certain times and opportunities to respond to  God’s  grace,  to

return to God when our sins have caused us to drift away from the LORD; to return to

God. Jesus also seems to be saying the same thing in our gospel by emphasising that
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you and I should not delay our repentance; now is the time to repent, to return to the

Lord. Speaking of time and repentance. That reminds me of the following story our

former Bishop Jacobson shared many years ago, before he became bishop, and was still

serving as a pastor.

   Some council members of the parish that Pastor Jacobson was serving criticized him

for not using his time wisely. So Pastor Jacobson wrote down a list of all his activities for

a week—i.e., pastoral, social, family, personal, etc., activities. Then he drew up a blank

timetable for a week with four time blocks per day: early morning before breakfast,

morning after breakfast, afternoon, and evening. 

   He then told the council that he wanted to serve the parish in the best ways he could

by spending  his  time wisely;  by  doing  the  things  they  thought  were  important  for

pastoral ministry. Therefore, he asked the council members to take his list and try to

manage his time for the week—making sure that they factored into the timetable times

for  family  and  personal  time.  The  council  quickly  realized  that  he  was  putting  in

adequate time—plus extra time! 

   When other church members talked to the council in a critical way about their pastor

not working enough or not spending his time wisely; the once-critical council members

strongly defended Pastor Jacobson and the ways in which he spent his time. The council

members realized it was time for them to repent of their critical attitudes towards their

pastor, and so they did repent. 

   Speaking of critical attitudes, the apostle Paul, in our second lesson, cites examples of

Israelite  history,  when  their  critical  and  sinful  attitudes  and  actions  got  them  into

trouble and they suffered the tragic consequences of their critical and sinful attitudes

and actions. After citing these examples from Israelite history, Paul then, speaking to

the congregation at Corinth, tells them that they are examples for the Corinthians to
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learn from, and then he gives them this warning: “So if you think you are standing,

watch out that you do not fall.” Here Paul is warning the Corinthians not to take God’s

grace for granted; not to be too complacent; not to be too arrogant; and not to think

that they are entitled to special privileges because of who they are. 

   Advocates of the attitude of entitlement usually subscribe to the compulsion to blame

others for everything they dislike about their lives. If asked to make a list of everything

that’s wrong with their lives and to assign responsibility for each of those things, most

of  those  things  would  be  blamed  on  someone  else.  But  the  process  of  spiritual

rehabilitation [i.e. repentance] asks us to take responsibility for our actions and deeds.

Once a person has accepted the fact that life is difficult, and often unfair, life suddenly

becomes less difficult. As George Bernard Shaw observed, each person has a choice in

life. That choice is between a life of meaning and purpose, or life as “a feverish clod of

ailments and grievances complaining that the world will not devote itself to making you

happy.” 

   Spiritual rehabilitation [repentance] is  grounded in optimism, in hope, because it

assumes the possibility  of improvement.  As an old myth reminds us,  hope has two

daughters: anger and courage—anger at the way some things are, and courage to try to

change the way those things are.1 

   The apostle Paul is saying to the Corinthians and to us: If you humbly rely on the Lord,

trust in him for your strength, repent of your complacency, arrogance and entitlement,

the Lord will help you when you are tested, and give you hope that you can, with the

Lord’s help and grace, endure and get through the times of testing. 

   Coming to our gospel now, Jesus, along with our passage from Isaiah and Ecclesiastes

3, affirms the truth that there is a time and place for everything—time to use wisely by

1 Byron L. Sherwin, The Life Worth Living: Faith in Action (Grand Rapids, MI: & Cambridge, U.K.: Wm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 2009), pp. 140-141. 
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responding to God’s grace and repenting. Jesus begins by citing two examples of people

dying tragically, and asking the question whether those who died tragically were any

worse sinners than all other sinners. He then adamantly answers NO! The answer is not

a clear cut one or simple. God does not always punish the wicked; nor does God always

bless the faithful with the gospel of prosperity—i.e., if you’re faithful you will always be

guaranteed to be healthy, wealthy, and wise. NO! Some who are wicked prosper, and

may live a long, healthy life. Whereas some who are faithful may remain poor all of

their lives; may suffer one illness after the other; or may die tragically way too young. 

   So Jesus, after citing these tragic examples of death, gives a warning to his original

audience and you and I. After both examples of these tragic deaths Jesus speaks the

following  warning:  “unless  you  repent,  you  will  all  perish  as  they  did.”  And  again:

“unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.” In other words, don’t waste your

life;  don’t waste your time. Repent now, today.  Martin Luther,  picked up on Jesus’s

emphasis of repentance; of returning to the Lord. He said the life of a Christian is one of

daily repentance. Every single day, we are called to respond to God’s love, grace, mercy

and forgiveness with repentance. 

   The parable that Jesus tells also focusses on God’s grace—giving the fig tree another

chance, more time, another year to produce. God also gives us more time, another

chance to respond to his grace by repenting. That reminds me of the following story.

   Many people in England likely are familiar with how King Alfred forgot to take the

cakes out of the oven on time. Not so well known is that he made up for it later when

he vowed that if his kingdom was restored he would spend one-third of the remainder

of his life serving God. He measured 8 hours each day with candles, which each burned

4 hours. He put the candles in cases of horn scraped until they were thin enough to be

transparent. In their cases the candles would not burn too fast from draughts. 

4



   He may have forgotten cakes, but more important he remembered to find time for

God.

   So too, may you and I find time to wisely repent of our sins each day, and serve our

Lord faithfully, in response to his grace, regardless of our life circumstances.     
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