




Repentance

“As there is no sin so small that it deserves damnation; so there is no sin so great that it 
can bring damnation upon those who truly repent.” (Westminster Confession of  Faith, 
1646)

"Before we can begin to see the cross as something done for us (leading us to faith and 
worship), we have to see it as something done by us (leading us to repentance). Indeed, 
'only the man who is prepared to own his share in the guilt of  the cross', wrote Canon 
Peter Green, 'may claim his share in its grace.'" (John Stott, The Cross of  Christ)

Main Point:  When someone responds to the call of  God in Scripture, it always 
necessitates repentance. 

Learning Objectives: 

1. Understand repentance as an urgent need, and a rhythm 
to be included in personal disciplines and community 
life.

2. Accept responsibility for you own lack of obedience, 
idolatry, consumerism, and disregard for God’s 
purposes.

3. Create a plan for regular repentance, taking inventory 
of your sin and repenting before God in prayer.

All of Life is Repentance

Jesus, when he began his ministry said: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of  God is 
at hand; repent and believe in the gospel" (Mk 1:15). And when he had gathered his 
twelve disciples, Jesus sent them out two-by-two and instructed them to call all people to 
repentance: “So they went out and proclaimed that people should repent” (Mk 6:12). In 
Luke 5:32, Jesus said: “I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance." 
In Luke 13, Jesus compares repentance to a fig tree that bears fruit. Read the chapter. 
Jesus says that when bad things or good things happen in our lives, we should not think 
that these things have happened because of  how righteous or unrighteous we are, these 
things are designed to lead us to repentance. If  you continually take in good things 
without repentance, or even bad things without repentance, you will perish, maybe not 
physically but indeed spiritually. Jesus says that repentance is the key to everything, it is 
the way in which we should process everything that comes to us, it is the grid through 
which everything should pass, it is the focal point that should balance everything that 
happens to us. In as real sense, God will not deal with us unless we repent. There is 



nothing that God can offer us, and will give to us, unless we repent. Without a doubt, 
scripture tells us that repentance is the gateway to God.

Simul Justus et Peccator

Martin Luther used this latin phrase to describe the Christian understanding of  sin and 
repentance, it means “Righteous and at the same time a sinner.” In Luke 13, Jesus is 
essentially saying that we are all sinners who have fallen short of  the glory of  God, we all 
deserve to die, and therefore we must repent or we will “likewise perish.” God does not 
owe us all a comfortable life, that is an assumption that does not come from the Bible, it 
comes from the world. Jesus works from the assumption that we are all lost sinners, who 
treat God with contempt with every aspect of  our being. We all deserve to have towers fall 
on us, and it is a wonder that He doesn’t let it happen, considering what we owe God, 
how we treat each other, and how we have treated God. The first thing that we need to 
know in order to repent is:

1. You are more sinful and flawed than you ever 
dared believe.

But that is not enough to drive us toward repentance, we must have another equally 
important conviction. We have to understand that God is committed to saving us from 
what we deserve. In the Parable of  the Fig Tree (Luke 13), Jesus describes a barren fig tree 
that deserves to be cut down. But the caretaker (vinedresser) is so compassionate and 
committed to getting fruit out of  that fig tree, to avoiding having it cut down, that the 
caretaker begs to save it. The caretaker commits to nurturing and fertilizing that fig tree 
so that it will produce fruit. What’s the tree? It’s us. What’s the fruit? Faith and 
Repentance. Who’s the caretaker? It’s Jesus. He says to God (the man in the parable), “I 
know they don’t love you, but I want to save them from what they deserve, and I’m going 
to help them grow and produce the fruits of  faith and repentance.” Understanding the 
grace of  God in Jesus Christ is necessary for repentance. The second thing that you need 
to know in order to repent is:

2. You are more accepted and loved than you ever 
dared hope.

If  you only see that you’re sinful, your repentance will only be self-flagellation (what the 
monks used to do by whipping themselves). It’s what J.I. Packer calls attrition: “remorse, 
self-reproach, and sorrow for sin generated by fear of  punishment, without any wish or 
resolve to forsake sinning.” Packer says, “True repentance is contrition, modeled by David 
in Psalm 51, having at its heart a serious purpose of  sinning no more but of  living 
henceforth a life that will show one’s repentance to be full and real.”

Repentance humbles you and simultaneously builds you up. The Bible says that no action 
requires more human greatness and produces more human greatness than repentance. 
Faith is received through repentance, and repentance is made possible only because of  



Jesus Christ and his work on the cross for our sins. Repentance should be the continual 
practice of  the Christian as there can be no forward progress in the Christian life without 
ongoing, sincere repentance. This point is perhaps most poignantly illustrated in a story 
from church history. 

Reformation Day

October 31 will mark the 491st anniversary of 
the day that Martin Luther started the 
Protestant Reformation by nailing The Ninety-
Five Theses to the door of  the Wittenburg 
Cathedral in Germany. In so doing he struck a 
match, beginning a fire that quickly spread 
throughout Europe and throughout the world. 
Having become increasingly disillusioned with 
the doctrine of  the Roman Catholic Church, 
and in particular the sale of  indulgences, 
Luther wrote his Theses to try to begin the 
process of  reform. While he was unable to 
bring reform to the Catholic church, he did 
trigger the Protestant Reformation by 
rediscovering the Gospel--the good news of  
salvation by grace through faith. That 
seemingly insignificant act is, in reality, one of  
the defining points of  history. Reformation 
Day has largely been forgotten in favor of  
what is now the year's most popular day, 
Halloween (Halloween is, after all, one of  the few holidays that our society can celebrate 
without shame and without feeling politically incorrect). 

The very first sentence in Luther list of  95 theses said:

When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, 
"Repent" (Matthew 4:17), he willed the entire life of 
believers to be one of repentance.

Therefore, repentance is one of  the greatest gifts given to us because of  Jesus’ work on the 
cross, it is a “blood-bought” gift, which we must receive with sober minds and thankful 
hearts. Through repentance of  sin and communion with Christ, we will find our humility, 
joy, forgiveness, hope, redemption, perspective, identity and future. Through it we will see 
the transformation of  our lives, friendships, marriages, children, churches, cities, nations, 
and future offspring. Subsequently, it is wise for us to not only repent of  sin when God the 
Spirit convicts us, humbly asking God and others we have sinned against for forgiveness 
so as to keep “short accounts,” but also set aside specific, regular times for taking 
inventory of  our sin and subsequent repentance, such as was modeled by the great revival 
preacher George Whitefield who spent time each evening in repentance of  sin. 



Understanding Repentance

There are many differing views in our world regarding repentance. The famous poet 
Lord Byron once wrote: “The weak alone repent.” He saw repentance as a sign of  
weakness, that only weak-minded people are in need of  repentance. Another fairly 
talented poet named William Shakespeare once wrote, in the dialogue of  one of  his 
characters: “I’ll repent, and immediately, for I may be out of  heart shortly and then I 
shall have no strength to repent.” Shakespeare saw that repentance takes strength. In his 
mind, repentance was an achievement requiring the marshaling of  strength, deliberately 
bringing all of  your inner power and force to bear in order to achieve it. So who’s right?

Martin Luther also said this about repentance: 

Most people stare blinking at the doctrine of 
repentance, like a cow stares at a new gate.

We see it, but we don’t understand it. We think we get it but we’re not sure. We learn 
about its inner-workings and try to comprehend it, but we fail to actually practice it, to 
actually walk through the gate. Here are some key aspects of  repentance that we need to 
understand:

• To repent means to turn right around and go the 
opposite way. It is like walking along in one direction 
and on discovery that it is the wrong way, turning right 
around and heading for the opposite direction. 

• The Bible teaches that without real heart repentance 
there is no salvation. Repentance is not a one time 
event in the life of a believer when they get saved. 
Progress in the Christian life is based upon frequent 
experiences of repentance. 

• Repentance is not an option which we can take or leave. 
It is a clear command from the Bible. 

• Repentance is the condition of the heart which realizes 
our sinful condition and imminent doom before a holy 
God. It makes us humble ourselves, confess our sins to 
God and ask for His mercy and forgiveness, followed by 
a deliberate turning away from sin, resulting in our 
salvation. 

• True repentance will always produce changes in our 
lives, e.g. our attitudes, habits, lifestyles, 
conversations, ambitions, actions, values, desires, 
associations etc.

In his book, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, Donald Whitney writes briefly on the 
topic of  repentance:

Repentance is a change of mind resulting in a change of 
action. It is making a commitment to obedience and a new 



direction for your life, turning from the path of sin, 
folly and destruction. All of the spiritual disciplines 
are done in vain if done without repentance. All of the 
spiritual disciplines can be little more than “dead work” 
if we have persistently hardened our hearts to God’s 
call to deal with a specific sin in our lives. We must 
never try to immerse ourselves in a spiritual discipline 
as an attempt to drown out God’s voice about forsaking 
a sin.

For instance, it is a perversion of fasting to use it to 
balance self-punishment for a sinful part of life we 
want to keep feeding. One of the stalwart Puritan 
pastor-writers, Thomas Boston, said “In vain will ye fast 
[or pray, or study, or meditate, or worship] and pretend 
to be humbled for your sins, and make confession of 
them, if your love of sin be not turned into hatred, your 
liking of it into loathing, and your clinging to it into a 
longing to be rid of it, with full purpose to resist the 
motions of it in your heart, and the outbreakings 
thereof in your life, and if you return not unto God as 
your rightful Lord and Master and return to your duty 
again.” 

The Curse of Self-Sufficiency

What comes in your mind when you think of  the word “Repentance”? Do you think of  
punishment, guilt, or self-loathing? Most of  the people in our world believe that 
repentance is absolutely unnecessary. The following poem reflects where most people are 
in regard to the need for repentance:

Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the Pit from pole to pole,
I thank whatever gods may be
For my unconquerable soul.

In the fell clutch of circumstance
I have not winced nor cried aloud.
Under the bludgeoning of chance
My head is bloody, but unbowed.

Beyond this place of wrath and tears
Looms but the Horror of the shade,
And yet the menace of the years
Finds, and shall find me, unafraid.

It matters not how straight the gate,
How charged with punishments the scroll
I am the master of my fate:
I am the captain of my soul.

- William E. Henley, Invictus



Self-sufficiency is an enemy of  repentance, and it’s what keeps so many of  us far away 
from God in our lives. Self-sufficiency tells you that you are your own Lord, so who cares 
about the “Straight Gate” or the “Scroll’s Punishments”, you can make your own rules. 
Why do I need to repent? What do I repent from? Who do I repent to? The Bible tells us 
that the basis for all sin is radical self-centeredness, saying “I am the captain of  my own 
soul.” If  you don’t realize that deep in your heart is a radical, malignant self-centeredness 
and sin, then you are blind, and you cannot come near to the Gospel of  Grace without a 
sincere acknowledgement of  that fact. When you talk to the self-sufficient agnostic or even 
the nominal/lukewarm Christian about repentance, they automatically get offended, 
because it messes with their heads. Those who have come to grips with the depravity and 
depth of  their own sin, welcome the idea of  repentance. Those who shun the idea of  
personal sin, shun the need for repentance.

Recognizing Sin-Induced Reluctance to go to Christ

Robert Murray M’Cheyne, the famous 19th century Scottish Presbyterian preacher, once 
wrote this: 

I feel, when I have sinned, an immediate reluctance 
to go to Christ. I am ashamed to go. I feel as if it 
would do no good to go, as if it were making Christ 
a minister of sin, to go straight from the swine-
trough to the best robe, and a thousand other 
excuses; but I am persuaded they are all lies, 
direct from hell. John argues the opposite way: “If 
any man sin, we have an advocate with the Father.”  
I am sure there is neither peace nor safety from 
deeper sin, but in going directly to the Lord Jesus 
Christ. This is God’s way of peace and holiness. It 
is folly to the world and the beclouded heart, but 
it is the way.  

Reluctance to go to Christ with our sin is one of  the effects of  the indwelling sin within 
us, our flesh wars against this, and we must fight those lies in order to experience 
reconciled relationship with Jesus. Repentance can only happen at the foot of  the Cross.

Counterfeit Forms of Repentance 

Repentance is NOT:

1. Mere Confession: If  you confess your sins without truly repenting, you will 
agree with God that you are guilty of  evil but you will never live a life of  repentant 
transformation.



2. Worldly Sorrow: In 2 Corinthians 7:10 we are told that “worldly grief  
produces death.” This is because worldly sorrow makes us feel bad for sin, but 
does not help us understand that Jesus died for sin as our “man of  sorrows” (Isaiah 
53:3) so that we can move from sorrow to salvation, forgiveness, new life, and joy 
marked by His salvation and not just our sin.

3. Self-Righteousness: Proud and self-righteous repentance is when we 
confess  the sins of  other people all the while neglecting our own depravity. 
Perhaps the most legendary example of  this is spoken of  by Jesus in Luke 18:9-14. 
One tell-tale sign of  self-righteousness is when you hear a good sermon and 
automatically think of  the other people who would benefit from hearing it, instead 
of  realizing that God is speaking to you.

4. Religious Repentance: Religious repentance has no functional 
understanding of  the good news (gospel) of  the person and work of  Jesus. As a 
result, religious repentance is prone to be motivated by such things as keeping 
God happy, getting God to bless me, and feeling sorry for getting caught in sin or 
sorry for the consequences of  sin, but not the sin itself  as being against God and 
so severe that Jesus had to die for it. Furthermore, religious repentance seeks in 
some way to pay God back by feeling really bad and wallowing in shame, guilt, 
and condemnation; the Gospel, on the other hand, is about Jesus taking away our 
shame, guilt, and condemnation so that we are no longer under such things (e.g. 
Hebrews 12:1-2, Romans 8:1). Through the Gospel we receive forgiveness, but in 
religious repentance we grossly seek to earn it by somehow punishing ourselves, 
often denying ourselves the pleasure of  gifts from God. This is because religious 
repentance falsely believes that if  we do not punish ourselves for sin then God will 
be angry and punish us. Yet the Gospel tells us that Jesus was already punished in 
our place for our sin and that because God is just He will not punish us too, 
because the demands of  justice have been met. Lastly, religious repentance is rare 
because religious people find their righteousness in their good works, not the cross 
of  Jesus. As a result, religious repentance is very proud whereas the Gospel brings 
humility by telling us that we truly are sinners, and joy by telling us that Jesus loves 
us and died to forgive our sins and take them away.

The True Nature of Repentance

We in the evangelical church really don't understand the nature of  sin and because of  
that we don't understand the nature of  repentance. As John Calvin said, “We ascribe to 
habit, that which the Bible ascribes to nature.” Sin is often used as an adjective in the 
Bible to describe our nature. Sin cannot be defined as something merely outward, an 
action or an attitude. Sin is not a matter of  habits (either attitudinal or behavioral) it is a 
matter of  nature. Therefore, true Biblical repentance involves a change of  nature, not just 
a change of  mind, behavior, attitude, or habits. Therein lies the rub - we can't change our 
nature any more than the leopard can change his spots. A change of  nature can only 
come through the supernatural work of  the Holy Spirit in our hearts. Seen in this way, 



repentance is a gift of  grace, not a mere decision to change your mind/attitude/
behavior/habits. For unbelievers, this change of  nature happens when they hear the 
Gospel of  Jesus Christ, have faith in it and believe, and have the Holy Spirit come into 
them and give them a regenerated heart, which enables them to repent. 

Repentance is Christ-Centered 

John the Baptist tells those who come for baptism to bring forth fruits in keeping with 
repentance. Certainly changes of  mind/attitude/behavior/habit qualify as fruits of  
repentance. However, it is equally true that one can change all of  those things without a 
reference to the person of  Christ. In the common gospel message that is preached today, 
Christ is portrayed as a means to an end. “Come to Christ and you can have eternal life, 
come to Christ and you can have an abundant life, come to Christ and find purpose in 
life, come to Christ and find yada, yada, yada, and so on and so forth.”  In such an 
environment people are willing to change whatever they need to change to get what they 
want. The question is this "is it Christ they want, or His benefits." We live in a self-esteem 
kind of  world, where we are told to love ourselves and esteem ourselves and "learning to 
love yourself  is the greatest love of  all." Almost anyone is willing to change any part of  
their lives in order to avoid an undesirable outcome. So, the question is, "is modern 
evangelical repentance a turning from sin to Christ, or is it a turning from one lifestyle to 
another lifestyle which gives me more of  what I want in life." 

The fact is that Christ can never be a means to an end - Christ Himself  is an end in and 
of  Himself. Our message needs to be "come to Christ and you will get Christ, the fullness 
of  God and a relationship with Him." In his book, Seeking the Face of  God, Gary Thomas 
points out that we often fight sin with more sin. For example, maybe we know an 
alcoholic, and we appeal to him to turn away from his alcoholism because he could lose 
his job and his reputation. Both of  those appeals are appeals to fight sin with more sin. In 
saying that he could lose his job we are appealing to his love of  mammon, and in 
appealing to his reputation we are appealing to his love of  self  or fear of  man. And we 
may even say that Christ can help you do this. Christ can be an agent in helping you feed 
your love of  mammon and preserve your love of  self. Examples like this could be 
multiplied but the thing to notice is that this isn't Biblical repentance. This is turning from 
one sin to a more socially acceptable sin.

Repentance for Believers

But what is Biblical repentance? Especially the kind of  ongoing repentance that is 
required of  professing believers? When we give our life to Christ, we are given a new 
nature, a new heart, this is known as regeneration, being born again. It is out of  this new 
heart that Godly desires and actions and behaviors begin to grow. We are given the ability 
to love God. So when the believer sins, he sins contrary to this new nature.  Romans 6:1-2 
says: “What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound? By no 
means! How can we who died to sin still live in it?” For the believer, repentance is an 
evidence of  one’s progressive inward change (sanctification), and it entails conforming 
one’s attitudes and actions to one’s true nature. Furthermore, when the unbeliever sins he 



sins against God as judge. But when the believer sins he sins against God as Father. The 
dynamics of  the relationship and repentance change accordingly. The motivation for 
repentance is love and gratitude, rather than punishment or reward.

Justified and Sanctified by Faith and Repentance

What does sanctification look like? What does it mean to grow as a Christian? If  we have 
received Christ by repentance and faith it seems clear that we will grow in Him by 
continued repentance and faith. The fact is, though justification and sanctification can be 
distinguished, they can't be separated. We are sanctified in the same way we are justified - 
by continuing to hear the gospel, believe, and repent. Thus, if  faith and repentance are at 
the core of  justification, they must be at the core of  sanctification. Repentance is part of  
the continuing life of  the believer and it is of  the essence of  progressive life change. We 
cannot witness faith-building and growing in discipleship apart from repentance. After all, 
what is Christian growth about? It is about the continual battle with and victory over sin. 
Christian growth is all about the Romans 7 struggle. It is not about primarily about 
learning more, doing more and behaving better. It is about winning the war against 
indwelling sin. And indwelling sin is only conquered through continued application of  the 
gospel, which begins with repentance.

Breaking Up the Fallow Ground – Charles Finney

Read this article online (PDF)

We need to repent of  our sins of  omission (things you didn’t do that you should have) 
as well as our sins of  commission (things you did that you shouldn’t have). Personally 
work through the “Fallow Ground” article – the purpose of  this article is to be a tool for 
repentance, not guilt. Please experience the freedom to linger or move on as the Spirit 
convicts you. Please write down some observations.

http://assets.marshillchurch.org/media/2008/10/05/20081005_fall-bootcamp-week-2_document01.pdf
http://assets.marshillchurch.org/media/2008/10/05/20081005_fall-bootcamp-week-2_document01.pdf


Gospel-Centered Repentance – Tim Keller

Read this article online (PDF)

How is repentance nurtured? It is important to consider how the gospel affects and 
transforms the act of  repentance. In “religion,” the purpose of  repentance is basically to 
keep God happy so he will continue to bless you and answer your prayers. This means 
that “religious repentance” is: 
a) selfish, 
b) self-righteous, and 
c) bitter all the way to the bottom. 

But in the gospel the purpose of  repentance is to repeatedly tap into the joy of  our union 
with Christ in order to weaken our need to do anything contrary to God‘s heart. 

Personally work through the “All of  Life is Repentance” article. What are some ways that 
you have been guilty of  religious repentance?

What Jesus Demands of the World – John Piper

Read the “Repent” chapter from Piper’s book “What Jesus Demands of  the World”. 

Read this book online (PDF)

Chapter 2—Repent (pp. 40–43)

Personally work through the chapter. Why is the need to repent so urgent? Is the 
repentance that Jesus demands from all people a one-time thing or an ongoing way of  
life? Why? What things in your life do you need to repent about?

http://www.greentreewebster.org/Articles/All%20of%20Life%20is%20Repentance.pdf
http://www.greentreewebster.org/Articles/All%20of%20Life%20is%20Repentance.pdf
http://www.desiringgod.org/media/pdf/books_bwjd/books_bwjd.pdf
http://www.desiringgod.org/media/pdf/books_bwjd/books_bwjd.pdf


Recommended Resources:

Overcoming Sin and Temptation – John Owen (free online version)

The Parable of  the Tree: On Repentance – Sermon by Tim Keller of  Redeemer 
Presbyterian Church 

Prayer and Repentance – Sermon by Mark Driscoll of  Mars Hill Church

Breaking up the Fallow Ground - Article by Charles Finney

All of  Life is Repentance - Article by Tim Keller of  Redeemer Presbyterian Church 

Repent (Chapter 2) - What Jesus Demands of  the World - Book by John Piper of  
Bethlehem Baptist Church

http://www.johnowen.org/media/OvercomingSinAndTemptation.pdf
http://www.johnowen.org/media/OvercomingSinAndTemptation.pdf
http://sermons.redeemer.com/store/index.cfm?fuseaction=product.display&Product_ID=17065
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http://www.greentreewebster.org/Articles/All%2520of%2520Life%2520is%2520Repentance.pdf
http://www.desiringgod.org/media/pdf/books_bwjd/books_bwjd.pdf
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A Puritan Prayer on Christ’s Righteousness and 
Continued Repentance

O God of  grace,

Thou hast imputed my sin to my substitute,
and hast imputed his righteousness to my soul,

clothing me with a bridegroom’s robe,
decking me with jewels of  holiness.

But in my Christian walk I am still in rags;
my best prayers are stained with sin;

my penitential tears are so much impurity;
my confessions of  wrong are so many aggravations of  sin;

my receiving the Spirit is tinctured with selfishness.

I need to repent of  my repentance;
I need my tears to be washed;

I have no robe to bring to cover my sins,
no loom to weave my own righteousness;

I am always standing clothed in filthy garments,
and by grace am always receiving change of  raiment,

for thou dost always justify the ungodly;

I am always going into the far country,
and always returning home as a prodigal,

always saying, Father, forgive me,
and thou art always bringing forth

the best robe.

Every morning let me wear it,
every evening return in it,

go out to the day’s work in it,
be married in it,

be wound in death in it,
stand before the great white throne in it,

enter heaven in it shining as the sun.

Grant me never to lose sight of
the exceeding sinfulness of  sin,

the exceeding righteousness of  salvation,
the exceeding glory of  Christ,

the exceeding beauty of  holiness,
the exceeding wonder of  grace.


