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Repentance
Clarence Macartney writes in his book, The Greatest Words in the Bible and in Human Speech, “What is the word with which Jesus began to preach? What is the word with which Peter addressed the multitudes on the day of Pentecost? What is the word that David spoke when the prophet Nathan rebuked him for his hideous transgression? What is the word that Manasseh, the aged and wicked king of Judah, spoke in captivity?...What is the word which is timely and appropriate on the lips of the ripened saint, as well as on the lips of the most hardened sinner?...That word is REPENT!” 

Vance Havner adds, “The last word of our Lord to the church is not the Great Commission…, but our Lord’s last word to the church is “Repent.” That was his command to five out of seven of the churches of Asia and that proportion still holds.” Jesus’ message to those five churches was “Repent or else!” 

Soak up some of the marquis statements on repentance in the Bible: 

Both Jesus and John started preaching (Matthew 3:2; 4:17) with the words, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!" Jesus says in Mark 2:17, "…I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance." In the space of three verses, Jesus twice issues the following solemn warning to his Jewish brethren in Luke 13:3-5, “I tell you, no; but unless you repent you will all likewise perish.” How about the words of celebration uttered by Jesus in Luke 15:7? “[T]here will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine just persons who need no repentance.” The Rich man in torments said in Luke 16:30, “No, father Abraham; but if one goes to them from the dead, they will repent.” Before his ascension, Jesus summarized the mission of the apostles with the following words in Luke 24:47, “[A]nd that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in His name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.” 

In response to the urgent cry for spiritual rescue from the assembled Jews in Jerusalem on Pentecost, Peter preached in Acts 2:38, “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins…” Again, in Acts 3:19, the sermon rang out, “Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out, so that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord…” To the recently converted Simon the Sorcerer in Acts 8:22 who backslid in his hunger to have his power and fame restored, “Repent therefore of this your wickedness, and pray God if perhaps the thought of your heart may be forgiven you.” Acts 17:30 “Truly, these times of ignorance God overlooked, but now commands all men everywhere to repent…” 2 Peter 3:9, “The Lord is not slack concerning His promise, as some count slackness, but is longsuffering toward us, not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance.” Revelation 3:19 “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten. Therefore be zealous and repent.” 

With the central role repentance plays in salvation, man cannot afford to be ignorant of its meaning. Nevertheless, no word do Christian-professing people more frequently misunderstand than “repentance.” Most of the time when I ask people what repentance means, they say that it means to be sorry. While the truly penitent soul will be sorrowful over his sin, this, in itself, is not repentance. The apostle Paul offers clarification in 2 Corinthians 7:9-10. He writes, “Now I rejoice, NOT that you were made sorry, but that your sorrow led to repentance. For you were made sorry in a godly manner, that you might suffer loss from us in nothing. For godly sorrow produces repentance leading to salvation, not to be regretted; but the sorrow of the world produces death.” 

Paul distinguishes between godly sorrow and worldly sorrow. Worldly sorrow, he says, “produces death;” “godly sorrow produces repentance leading to salvation.” The politician may have great sorrow without demonstrating genuine repentance. Congressman Charles Rangel was exposed for long term cheating on his taxes – including failure to report $600,000 in income, abusing Congressional resources for personal purposes, and using his position to generate campaign donations from entities with business before his House committee. No doubt, Rangel sorrowed over the negative publicity and the damage to his legacy. That is worldly sorrow and is not synonymous with repentance. The most graphic biblical example of “worldly sorrow leading to death” is Judas Iscariot. He sorrowed over his tragic mistake, but failed to turn himself around. Really, though, when the Bible says, “worldly sorrow leads to death,” death refers to eternal separation from God.

The Holy Spirit does not equate godly sorrow with repentance. Instead, He says, “godly sorrow PRODUCES repentance leading to salvation…” If we are humble and contrite over our sin realizing how offensive sin is to God and how much pain our sin put Jesus through on the cross, THEN that godly sorrow will produce repentance which will, in turn, God says, lead to salvation. 

We see a spirit of genuine repentance in King David over the series of sins he committed with Bathsheba, but only after Nathan confronted him with the memorable words, “Thou art the man.” David’s heartfelt remorse and abhorrence for his sin is preserved for us in Psalm 51:1-11: “Have mercy upon me, O God, According to Your lovingkindness; According to the multitude of Your tender mercies, Blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, And cleanse me from my sin. For I acknowledge my transgressions, And my sin is always before me....Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. Make me hear joy and gladness, That the bones You have broken may rejoice. Hide Your face from my sins, And blot out all my iniquities. Create in me a clean heart, O God, And renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me away from Your presence, And do not take Your Holy Spirit from me.”

Keep in mind the apostle’s words in 2 Corinthians 7 are directed at Christians. When a Christian sins, he must repent. “Godly sorrow produces repentance LEADING TO salvation…” Burton Coffman writes, “Christians who commit sin, until they do repent are not in a saved condition, else the repentance of the Corinthians could not have been said to be ‘unto’ salvation.” The Scriptures emphasize this truth with the failure of Simon the sorcerer in Acts 8:22. After becoming a Christian, he offered to buy the gift of God. Peter rebuked him, “Repent therefore of this your wickedness, and pray God if perhaps the thought of your heart may be forgiven you.” 

As one man put it, “If there is no repentance, there can be no pardon.” Some years ago a murderer was sentenced to death. The murderer’s brother, to whom the State was deeply indebted for former services, besought the governor of the State for his brother’s pardon. The pardon was granted, and the man visited his brother with the pardon in his pocket. ‘What would you do,’ he said to him, ‘if you received a pardon?’ ‘The first thing I would do,’ he answered, ‘is to track down the judge who sentenced me, and murder him; and the next thing I would do is to track down the chief witness, and murder him.’ The brother rose, and left the prison with the pardon in his pocket. Because of what this man had done, the death penalty was waiting on him. The opportunity was granted to him, but it called for repentance. Since there could be no repentance, there also could be no pardon.” 

Unconditional eternal security is the devil’s oldest lie. The idea you can, after becoming a Christian lie, cheat, steal or commit adultery and walk on without repenting and still be right with God is deadly. You remember what the devil told Adam and Eve? “Thou shalt NOT surely die!” Adam and Eve were the children of God, but sin separated them from God. We have eternal security, but it is conditional. After enumerating the Christian virtues, the apostle writes in 2 Peter 1:8, 10: “For if these things are yours and abound, you will be neither barren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ…for IF you do these things you will never stumble…”

----------

So, what does the word “repentance” actually mean? One word translated repentance in the King James Version means regret or remorse. This word is used of Judas in Matthew 27:3 and certainly did not bring the promise of salvation. “Then Judas, which had betrayed him, when he saw that he was condemned, repented himself, and brought again the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and elders…”

The repentance Jesus commissioned the apostles to preach and Peter said was required for the remission of sins comes from the Greek word metanoia. The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia says, “The term signifies ‘to have another mind,’ to change the opinion or purpose with regard to sin.”

The opposite of repentance would be stubbornness or hardheartedness. This repulses God. You can understand a little of where God is coming from. Did you hear about the sixteen year old Mentor, Ohio, girl who committed suicide in October, 2010, after being the victim of merciless bullying? Sladjana jumped out her bedroom window with a rope around her neck that was also tied around a bed post. 

At home, her father said she was always smiling. She would frequently dance with her father in the living room. School was a different story. She wrote in her suicide note describing the meanness of fellow students who mocked her Croatian accent, threw food at her and taunted her with vulgar insults. A male student threw her down the stairs and a girl hit her in the face with a water bottle. She also received death threats by phone in the middle of the night. 

Heartbreaking! The point I want to get to, though, is what happened at Sladjana’s funeral when she lay in an open casket in a bright pink dress. Some of the girls who had bullied her came to the funeral, stood at the casket laughed at her. No remorse. No regret. No change of heart, but a cold blooded, hard hearted resolve to continue in their devilish ways. This is the opposite of the penitent spirit.

Coffman explains that repentance is “a change of the will, with regard to sin, preceded by godly sorrow and followed by ‘fruits worthy of repentance.’” This idea comes through loud and clear in Ezekiel 14:6 “Thus says the Lord GOD: ‘Repent, turn away from your idols, and turn your faces away from all your abominations.’” Repentance is much more than being sorry for one’s sin. In Luke 3:8, John the Baptizer raked his Jewish audience over the coals for thinking they could inherit salvation simply by virtue of their kinship to Abraham. He told them they had to change their ways. “Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance, and do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.' For I say to you that God is able to raise up children to Abraham from these stones.”

The Jewish religious elite resisted the change inherent in repentance. That is the greatest challenge in the conversion process. Paul discusses this renovation, in 2 Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new.” The same writer uses more graphic language to describe this transformation in Romans 6:6, “[O]ur old man was crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves of sin.” That’s repentance! Again, in Romans 8:3, the Spirit speaks of this life change, “For if you live according to the flesh you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” There must be a “before and after” with us if we are truly saved.

That’s why Jesus did not recommend stoning the woman caught in adultery in John 8. He told her, “Neither do I condemn thee, go, and sin no more.” Instead of seeking her destruction, Jesus wanted to see her life transformed. We see real change in Saul of Tarsus when he goes from stomping toward Damascus to persecute followers of Christ to humbly fasting, praying and seeking Ananias the disciple of Christ to learn how to be saved. We see the renovation in Peter when he moves from cursing and denying Christ to preaching Christ before thousands. 

The biblical teaching on repentance undermines the doctrine of faith only. Faith (or mere mental assent in the facts regarding Jesus) is insufficient for salvation. In fact, making this very point, the Holy Spirit says in James 2:17-19, “[F]aith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead…You believe that there is one God. You do well. Even the demons believe--and tremble!” We demonstrate faith by our willingness to take ourselves off the throne of our hearts and put Jesus there instead. The apostle Paul stresses in Romans 6:16, “Do you not know that to whom you present yourselves slaves to obey, you are that one's slaves whom you obey, whether of sin leading to death, or of obedience leading to righteousness?”  Repentance requires recognition of sin and the resulting separation from God which leads us to genuine submission to God.

This is exactly where Peter took his audience with his pointed sermon in Acts 2:36-38, " ‘Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly that God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ." Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, "Men and brethren, what shall we do?’ " 

Their faith in the message crushed them. They finally realized Jesus was the Messiah who fulfilled the Old Testament prophecies; they realized that their sin killed Him. They wanted out from under this extreme burden. Their faith did not yet save them; neither did their guilt and remorse. Peter responded to their guilt-laden query, “What shall we do?” with the following words, "Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” That forgiveness of sins was not obtained until after repentance and baptism. They had to make a clean break from their past lives, no longer serving self and sin, but turning toward God and righteousness. 

Jesus was talking about repentance when he said in Matthew 16:24, “"If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me.” Repentance is not a one-time event, but a continual process. We must learn to say, “Not my will, but thine be done.” Writing to Christians, the apostle Paul said in Colossians 3:5, “Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth; fornication, uncleanness, inordinate affection, evil concupiscence (evil desire), and covetousness, which is idolatry…” The flesh will keep trying to take control, but we must continue to put it in its place.

Remember, repentance means a change of heart and mind that leads to a change in life. Repenting involves a turning. Turning away from sin is not enough; we must turn toward God. This is God’s will for all of us. The Spirit tells us in 2 Peter 3:9 that “The Lord is …not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance.” He also says in Romans 2:4 that the “goodness of God leads you to repentance.” Repentance leads to rejoicing. Turn to God and begin living the good life!

Are you searching for the truth of God's word and have a sincere desire to learn about the Bible? Do you want to know what the Bible says about salvation and about Christ and His church? If you are looking for Bible Founded discussion on these topics and many others, then please accept this invitation to explore "Let the Bible Speak" and then contact us for additional studies.

We are members of the church of Christ as found in the New Testament. We are not members of a denomination or earthly religious organization. We are a brotherhood of believers, joined by a common bond, Jesus Christ. We try to live and worship following the patterns found in the New Testament.
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