
“U-Turn” 

Joel 2:12-19 

 

     If you have ever been pulled over by a police officer for some kind of traffic violation, it is very possible 

when the officer questioned you that you may have responded by saying, “What sign, officer?  I didn’t see any 

sign.  Was there a sign back there?”  Those are common excuses, but most likely the sign was there, and even if 

you didn’t see it you still broke the law and there’s a price to pay.  During these 40 days of Lent we will follow 

the road that Jesus took that lead Him to the cross to pay the price for our sins and along the way we will see the 

signs that help us to learn more about our Lord and His journey. 

     The first sign on our road through Lent is the U-Turn.  Ash Wednesday is definitely a day for U-turns, as it 

is a day of repentance in which the ashes on our forehead remind us our sinfulness and how we came from dust 

and to dust we shall return.  So today where we are encouraged to turn away from our sins and to follow the 

road that leads to heaven that is paved with God’s grace and forgiveness. 

     However, there are illegal U-turns out there on the roads we travel and perhaps you have made them.  

There’s no on-coming traffic, you don’t see any police anywhere, the sign says, “No U-Turn,” but you’re in a 

hurry.  Paul talks about the illegal U-turns of false repentance in 2 Corinthians and refers to them as “worldly 

sorrow.”  In 2 Corinthians 7:10 he says, “Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no 

regret, but worldly sorrow brings death.”  Worldly sorrow makes excuses, such as “I’m sorry I got caught” or 

“I didn’t have any other choice.” 

     But “Godly sorrow” is a legal U-turn that is commanded by God.  We see this in our Scripture reading for 

tonight from Joel 2:12-13, “’Even now,’ declares the Lord, ‘return to me with all your heart with fasting and 

weeping and mourning.’ Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the Lord your God, for he is 

gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love.”  Repent and Return to me now, says our 

God.  It’s the right thing to do and it’s safe, meaning that turning to God does not bring destruction and death, 

but life – everlasting life. 

     Lent is not a time for worldly sorrow.  Lent is for real, honest-to-God sinners who have failed in their love of 

God, who have failed to their love their neighbors, but who see this reality, and who by God’s grace despise 

their sin and ache for His forgiveness and for strength to do better.  To such sinners this invitation from God 

rings out with great comfort, “Even now, even you, turn around and return.”  Return and see the sacred head of 

Your Savior now wounded.  This is the God who knew that we, on our own, would not be able to come or 

return to Him or even find Him; so He came to us, He became one of us, and found us.  

     Lent is always a season that is about a return to something, but so often we think of it in terms of turning 

away from something, such as what we are giving up.  It certainly is a good discipline to give up something for 

Lent, as Jesus talked to His disciples about fasting, but this discipline is much more than simply denying 

yourself some kind of tasty treat.  Rather, this discipline urges us to go back to someone, to return to the Lord.  

And a Lenten season that is anything less than a return to the Lord is only a religious game that is not worth 

playing. 

     So instead of playing games with God hear in His Word how He summons all of us to make that U-Turn in 

our lives and to return to Him now.  And in doing so, He doesn’t want just some piece of you, or some outward 

display, such as torn garments or giving up candy or giving Him a few minutes of your time one day a week.  

No, He wants you, He wants all of you. 

     The God to whom we turn is not waiting to punish us.  He is waiting to forgive, He is slow to anger and 

abounding in love.  He is waiting to forgive us, because the U-Turn sign is a sign along our Lenten road that 

Jesus did not follow.  He did not turn away from the cross that was before Him.  Instead, He faced the cross and 

headed right for it.  And all the wrath of God against your sin and mine fell on Jesus as He hung on that cross.  

The punishment of death for our sins fell on Jesus, so it would not fall on us.  This is the way that Jesus clearly 

revealed that He is indeed merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in love.  This is why Jesus is the 

greatest valentine of all, because no one has ever been willing to die for us and no one has ever loved us as 

much as Jesus loves us. 

     Look at the cross above our altar or on the foreheads of people around you and see the measure of God’s 

love for you.  Make that U-Turn, repent of your sins and seek His forgiveness.  It is truly amazing when we 

consider just how far God went to save us.  Not only did He leave behind the glory of heaven and become a 



human being, but He was also willing to take the burden of our sin from us and to bear it on His own body to 

death.  But as a result, our God is not angry, He does not turn away from us; instead He is ready and eager to 

forgive us so we can live with Him. 

    However, your Lenten U-Turn, your daily U-turn, is not something that we can do on our own.  By nature, 

we don’t want to turn towards God, we want to continue on the path that leads to sin and destruction.  But God 

gave us His Holy Spirit through our Baptism and through faith, and the Spirit is the one who turns our hearts 

toward Him to confess our sins and to then hold on to His Word of promise that we announced tonight: Though 

you mourn your sin with ashes, through the cross of Christ you are forgiven.  As forgiven children of God, 

you’ve made the U-Turn by confessing your sins tonight.  So keep your eyes open and watch for the signs as 

we follow Jesus on the road during our Lenten journey. 

 

  


