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Introduction 
 
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 (Psalm 51:1-2). 
 
I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as 
a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God (Romans 12:1). 
 
The Christian life is built on a handful of core practices. These “things Christians do” are the 
focus of my preaching series in the first two months of 2017. Preaching mainly from Jesus’ 
teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, I will remind us of eight key practices taught in scripture. I 
will commend these to us as integral to healthy, faithful Christian discipleship.  
 
Like everything I feel called to preach these days, working through these practices will help us 
be a church that is both rooted & relevant – rooted in Scripture (and secondarily in Christian 
tradition), relevant to 2017 Decatur. Relevant to all who would seek to follow Jesus.  
 
It also contributes to my clear sense of call these days to offer a version of church, and of 
Gospel, that is high demand & high reward. I am called to communicate the high demands of 
Christian discipleship. But also the high rewards of fulfilling those demands to the very best of 
our ability.  
 
Rooted & relevant. 
High demand & high reward.  
 
I believe that this is the kind of Gospel that Jesus preached, and the kind of life that he lived, and 
the kind of church that he sought to build – and seeks to build.  
 
The Practice of Continuous Repentance 
 
If I had to give a name to the practice I am attempting to teach on this very first day of 2017, it 
would be continuous repentance.   
 
Continuous repentance.  
 
What in the world does that mean? Does it mean carrying around a doomsday sign all day long, 
like those people in New York? Does it mean walking around in sackcloth and ashes, wearing 
burlap and eating locusts?  
 



No. 
 
Continuous repentance is an aspect of Christian existence in which followers of Jesus are always 
ready, willing, and able 
 
--to identify and truly grieve over sin in our lives 
--to take full responsibility for that sin and its consequences, without any evasion 
--to confess that sin to God, and where necessary to those we have sinned against  
--to humbly request God’s forgiveness and ask for a fresh start with God 
--and to commit to concrete life change in keeping with God’s will. 
 
This is how Christians start over.  
Not through New Year’s resolutions.  
Through continuous repentance.  
 
Baptists have sometimes made the tremendous mistake of identifying repentance as a one-time 
act undertaken only when committing our lives to Christ just prior to being baptized. Only then 
do we acknowledge the sad fact that we are sinners in need of a Savior.  
 
Or, perhaps worse, some Baptists have not wanted to speak of repentance at all, for fear of 
sounding like an old revival preacher on the sawdust trail, or like one of those old-timey legalists 
making you feel guilty for wearing blue jeans or makeup.  
 
Bah humbug to all that.  
 
Psalm 51: A King Repents 
 
Continuous repentance is exemplified in the text from Psalm 51 this morning. The text tells us in 
its header quite explicitly that this is one of King David’s prayers, and that it was written “when 
the prophet Nathan came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba.” Which means: after he had 
stolen another man’s wife, slept with her, gotten her pregnant, and had the man purposely killed 
in battle. And who was it who did this, some newcomer to Judaism? No – it was David, the king 
of Israel, God’s covenant partner, the one described as “a man after God’s own heart.”  
 
But perhaps it is precisely this that made David a man after God’s own heart. He knew how to 
repent.  
 
I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against you, you alone, have I 
sinned, and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are justified in your sentence and 
blameless when you pass judgment…You desire truth in the inward being; therefore teach me 
wisdom in my secret heart. Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall 
be whiter than snow. (Ps. 51:3-7) 
 
 And then: 
 



Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. Do not cast me 
away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of 
your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit (Ps. 51:10-12). 
 
And: 
 
Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will return to you.  
Deliver me from bloodshed, O God (Ps. 51:13-14). 
 
And finally: 
 
You have no delight in sacrifice; if I were to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased. 
The sacrifice acceptance to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, o God, you will 
not despise (Ps. 51:16-17). 
 
Psalm 51 exemplifies every element of continuous repentance that I named earlier:  
 
--David honestly identifies and truly grieves over the sins he has committed in relation to 
Bathsheba and her husband Uriah 
--David takes full responsibility for that sin and its consequences, without any evasion 
--David confesses that sin to God, and by writing this prayer and making it public he 
confesses it to the entire Jewish community 
--David humbly requests God’s forgiveness and asks for a fresh start with God 
--David commits to concrete life change in keeping with God’s will. 
 
Continuous Repentance in Romans 12:1-2 
 
Paul often spoke of repentance. It was certainly at the very center of the life of this man who had 
once persecuted Christians to the death.  
 
But the passage I have selected for this morning helps us focus on what can either be described 
as the tail end of the process of continuous repentance – or simply as the basic life stance of the 
committed follower of Jesus Christ. 
 
Present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual 
worship (Rom 12:1).  
 
Like his fellow Jew David, Paul here alludes to the Temple sacrificial system [image of Temple? 
Animals on the altar?] while essentially replacing it with something far better. David had said 
that what God wants is a broken and contrite spirit and a change in life. Paul says here that what 
God truly wants is a life that is offered on the altar all the time, 24/7. God wants not dead lambs 
and burnt heifers but committed lives -- in which all unholiness, all meanness and baseness and 
slander and malice and hatred and injustice and lovelessness are burnt out of them for the sake of 
Jesus Christ our Lord.  
 
And:  



 
Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds… 
 
Part of being a living sacrifice is to pull oneself with God’s help out of conformity to the way the 
world lives and moves and acts and into conformity with the way Jesus lives and moves and acts. 
That is true transformation, and it appears to be possible only by “the renewing of your minds,” 
which means it has something to do with how we think and what we think about.  
 
And when that transformation happens:  
 
So that you may discern the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect (Rom. 
12:2). 
 
Discerning God’s will means coming to understand what God wants, what is good in God’s 
sight, more than good, what is perfect in God’s sight, and straining every effort to live out what 
we have discerned. Because in scripture it’s NEVER about merely knowing but always about 
also doing. Not theory but practice. Not idea in the abstract but real life in the concrete.  
 
O my brothers and sisters, tell me this is what you want to be about in your life as 2017 begins! 
That you are not too proud to repent. That you know you don’t know everything, have not yet 
arrived at perfection, but more than anything want to know and do the will of Jesus Christ your 
Savior and Lord! Is it true? Is that what you want? How hard are you willing to work to get 
there? Might it be time for some starting over? Some continuous repentance?! 
 
Toward Lives of Continuous Repentance 
 
So how do we get there? How do we – individually, as families, and as a congregation – start 
living in the mode of continuous repentance? 
 
We get on our knees before God and humble ourselves. The first of the year is a good time to 
remind ourselves that there is only one God and none of us is that Person.  
 
We get honest with ourselves about sin in our lives. If we have been hiding, or casting blame on 
others, or making excuses for sin, we stop doing it.  
 
We go in naked honesty to God and tell God the truth. Then we ask for forgiveness not only of 
God but where appropriate we ask forgiveness from those we have hurt.  
 
We identify needed changes in our behavior that conform with God’s will and end sinful 
patterns. 
 
We identity areas where our own hurt, grief, and frustration are hindering our discipleship, and 
we ask for some help.  
 
To do all this, we know we must deepen our spiritual practices: we read scripture and smart 
Christian books more. We get to church more. We take FBU classes! We pray more. We get 



more spiritual and emotional support. We deepen our most intimate spiritual friendships with 
others, those places where we can be that honest and that loved and that challenged and that 
accepted.  
 
I promise to do all I can to make of this congregation the most fertile possible environment for 
that kind of Christianity to flourish.  
 
I challenge each of you to commit to a serious program of Bible study this year. Perhaps you will 
read the Bible through. Perhaps you will try the plan I am on where you commit to read in OT 
and NT each day (I am actually doing Law, Prophets, Writings, Gospel, Epistles because I feel I 
need it to be spiritually fed enough to do this job.) Perhaps you will at least read and reflect on 
the passages that we have just discussed in worship or will do in the coming week.    
 
I challenge you to come to church with an open Bible in hand and maybe a journal to take some 
notes in worship and Bible study. I want to hear those pages riffling in church. Lots of cool 
people take notes in church and in their Bibles. I promise.  
 
I challenge you to make family Bible study and prayer a practice where that is not currently the 
case.  
 
I challenge you to a deeper prayer life, mixing praise, thanksgiving, confession, intercession, and 
request. Look for a series on prayer later in the year.  
 
I challenge you to examine what stuff you are putting in your mind or your ears, and ask whether 
it is making it easier or harder to conform your thoughts to God’s thoughts.  
 
God wants all of us. Every part. 24/7. No evasion. No hiding. No pretending. No excuses. It 
involves some starting over, some continuous repentance. Today seems like a really good day to 
start doing that.  


