
Repentance: forsaking sin
with godly sorrow

Definitions of repentance
• ‘Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner—out of a true
sense of his sin and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ—doth
with grief and hatred of his sin, turn from it unto God, with full
purpose of, and endeavour after, new obedience’ (Westminster
Shorter Catechism).1

• ‘Repentance is a grace of God’s Spirit whereby a sinner is inwardly
humbled and visibly transformed’ (Thomas Watson).2

• ‘Sorrow and contrition with respect to sin are included in the Bible idea
of repentance, but these follow and are consequent upon the sinner’s
change of mind with respect to it’ (Kenneth S. Wuest).3

• ‘Repentance may be defined as that change wrought in the conscious
life of the sinner by which he turns away from sin’ (Louis Berkhof).4

• ‘Repentance involves a change of mind towards self, which is always
too highly regarded; towards sin, which is too lightly regarded; and
towards God, whose sovereignty is disregarded’ (Frank Boyd).5

• ‘Repentance is godly sorrow for sin that leads to forsaking and
renouncing sin and turning to Christ for forgiveness of sin and
salvation from sin. In real repentance the sinner’s heart is broken
because of his sin and that leads to separation from the sin. Repentance
involves the whole personality’ (Wesley L. Duewel).6

• ‘Repentance means a change of mind that leads to a change of life-style’
(Sinclair Ferguson).7

• ‘Repentance is not only a heart broken for sin but from sin also. We
must forsake what we would have God remit’ (William Evans).8

• ‘Repentance is a heartfelt sorrow for sin, a renouncing of it, and a
sincere commitment to forsake it and walk in obedience to Christ’
(Wayne Grudem).9
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The importance of repentance
A correct biblical understanding of the doctrine of sin is essential for the
understanding of salvation. If man’s sin were to be seen merely as
harmless faults and imperfections which could somehow be excused,
there would be no need for the atoning sacrifices of the Old Testament,
which all pointed to and culminated in the moment when God’s Lamb
died on our behalf ‘to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself’ (Heb.
9:26). God’s character is holy and sin cannot stand in his presence. His
righteousness must condemn sin or his character would be
compromised.
Sin is therefore an evil which separates God from man but, just as the

righteousness of God demands judgement on sin, so the love of God
provides the Substitute for sin. God projected himself into the human
race in the person of his Son. ‘God was in Christ reconciling the world to
Himself’ (2 Cor. 5:19). Christ identified himself with our sin and took the
punishment for that sin. Salvation originates in and is executed by God,
and it is salvation by substitution. Having put away sin, he now calls us to
repent of that sin and to turn to him in humility and contrition: ‘God …
now commands all men everywhere to repent’ (Acts 17:30).
Repentance is often the missing note in today’s easy presentation of the

gospel. The positive aspects of salvation are emphasized and offered:
‘Come to Jesus and you will have peace, joy, happiness and rest.’
Everybody wants peace, joy, happiness and rest! There is no offence
there! This is good psychology, but it does not take sin into account!
Without repentance—turning away from sin—these wonderful qualities
will not be experienced. There is no salvation apart from repentance. The
positive can only be experienced if the negative is acknowledged and the
sin forsaken. A holy God does not co-exist with persistent sin in the heart.
For sin to be removed, it must be acknowledged, confessed and forsaken.
‘He who covers his sins will not prosper, But whoever confesses and
forsakes them will have mercy’ (Prov. 28:13). There must be repentance
and a forsaking of sin. God is then able to forgive and cleanse that sin
away. The blood covers that which we uncover.
Notice the importance that is placed upon repentance in the

Scriptures. In numerous places the Old Testament prophets called upon
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the nation to repent. Repentance is in evidence very frequently in the
psalms. In the New Testament we find the following:
• John the Baptist: ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!’
(Matt. 3:2); ‘And he went into all the region around the Jordan,
preaching a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins’ (Luke 3:3).

• Jesus Christ: ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand.
Repent, and believe in the gospel’ (Mark 1:15).

• Christ’s disciples: ‘So they went out and preached that people should
repent’ (Mark 6:12).

• Peter at Pentecost: ‘Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the
name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins’ (Acts 2:38).

• Peter again: ‘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’ (Acts 3:19).

• Peter to Simon the sorcerer: ‘Repent therefore of this your wickedness,
and pray God if perhaps the thought of your heart may be forgiven
you’ (Acts 8:22).

• Parable of the lost sheep: ‘likewise there will be more joy in heaven
over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine just persons’ (Luke
15:7).

• Parable of the lost coin: ‘Likewise, I say to you, there is joy in the
presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents’ (Luke
15:10).

• Parable of the prodigal son: ‘And the son said to him, “Father I have
sinned … ” But the father said … “this my son was dead and is alive
again; he was lost and is found”’ (Luke 15:21–24).

• Christ’s commission: ‘repentance and remission of sins should be
preached in His name to all nations’ (Luke 24:47).

• Response to Peter’s defence of his ministry among the Gentiles: ‘Then
God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to life’ (Acts 11:18).

• Paul in Athens: ‘God … now commands all men everywhere to repent’
(Acts 17:30).

• Paul to the Ephesian elders: ‘testifying to Jews, and also to Greeks,
repentance toward God and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ’ (Acts
20:21).
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