Foundation Course

Segment One
Full Christian Initiation

Part 2 - Repentance

We now examine the first of the five vital components of Christian initiation – Repentance.

The definition of repentance
The words “repent”, “repented” and “repents” occur a total of 34 times in the NIV New Testament.  “Repentance” occurs a further 22 times.

The Greek word that we usually translate as “repentance” is “metanoia” (although in Matthew 21:32, the NIV also translates the Greek word metamelomai – “to regret” as “repent”).  
The word “metanoia” is derived from “meta” (which means “after”) and “noia” (which comes from the word “nous”, which means “mind”).  So   “metanoia” means “to think after” or, more clearly, “to change one’s mind” but this literal definition provides only a very weak understanding of the richness of the word.
The 19th century Archbishop of Dublin, Richard (R. C.) Trench wrote in his Synonyms of the New Testament:

In the classics [i.e. in ancient Greek] the word [repentance - metanoia] means:
1. to know after; after-knowledge

2. to change the mind as the result of this after-knowledge

3. in consequence of this change of mind, to regret the course pursued

4. a change of conduct for the future, springing from all the preceding

In more modern and simpler English it might be phrased like this:

1. To come to the realisation that our beliefs and our conduct have been wrong.

2. Realising that our beliefs and conduct have been wrong, to change our way of thinking about such beliefs and conduct.

3. Having changed our way of thinking, to regret our previous beliefs and conduct.

4. Having realised that our beliefs and conduct were wrong, consequently changed our way of thinking and experienced regret about them, to change our future conduct.

That’s still a bit complex, so here’s a simpler definition:
To go through a process of realising that our beliefs and actions were wrong, correcting our thinking, regretting our old attitudes and actions, and consequently changing our actions from now on, to comply with our new understanding of right and wrong.

Or simpler still:

Repentance is a change of mind that leads to a change of attitude and a change in action.

As of first importance, let’s notice that repentance is more than regret.  It involves a change of thinking and a change in behaviour.
This is a just general definition of repentance, though.  We’ve not yet considered it from a Christian perspective.  
Christian repentance is repentance towards God

That is:

We repent as Christians not because we’ve thought things through and come to a different opinion, but because we’ve submitted our thoughts, beliefs and actions to God and to his revealed will, as revealed to us in the Bible.

Repentance is not mere obedience; it also involves submission.  Submission is perhaps the most unpopular concept in modern western culture.   It is the deliberate act of acknowledging oneself to be below, and answerable to, another.  My generation and my children’s generation hate the idea of being in submission to anybody.  Increasingly in our day, it’s rare for anyone to prefer another person’s desires or views over his own.  This hatred of submission can also be seen as rebelliousness or self-centredness.  
Submission to God is asking God to be your leader and your teacher, accepting that your role is to be his disciple.  And to repent is to utterly change our way of thinking, to the point where we want to be led by God, and we rejoice that He is ruler over us and that we’re His servants, for Him to command.  It is to want God’s way in place of our way, God’s desires in place of our desires, God’s teaching in place of our ideas.

Christians pray, in what is known as the Lord’s Prayer, “Your kingdom come, Your will be done on Earth”.  And this must include the life of the individual Christian praying this prayer.
To adjust our attitudes to the point where we have actually come into true repentance, and true submission to God, is to make one of the best decisions we can ever make.  Doing so radically improves our lives, because God is a better leader than you are, He loves you more than you love yourself, and He is wiser and more powerful than you. Although the power of sin that is within us wants to rebel against Him, when we yield to Him, and become submitted to Him, it is wonderfully liberating.
Perhaps the simplest way of summarising the need for repentance is this: 

· Before me meet Christ, we are trying to live independently of God, following our own desires and beliefs.

· A Christian is (amongst other things) a willing follower of Christ.  

· So to become a Christian, we need to come to the point where we want to follow Him.  

· This requires us to stop trusting our own judgement and seeking the fulfilment of our own desires.

· This is a fundamental change in our attitude. 
In fact, there is no greater change in attitude.  We are changing from following our own way to submitting our lives totally to Someone else.
Repentance is the logically and morally correct response to the realisation that Jesus been crucified for us.
The passage that we read in the Introduction to this Segment, Acts chapter 2, contains these words:

Acts 2:37-38

37 When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?" 38 Peter replied, "Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.

Repentance is logical because, if my sin is so serious that God had to send his Son to die to pay for it, then I don’t want to sin any more.  
Repentance is moral because, if God can only deal with my sin by sending Son Jesus to die, then my sin must be seriously immoral.  So it is moral to stop.
Acts 3:17-19

17 "Now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did your leaders.  18 But this is how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Christ would suffer. 19 Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord...”
Some people will say that they didn’t know that the sin in their lives even was sin.  To some extent, they even have a point; in our newspapers and broadcast media, some activities which the Bible clears teaches us is sin, are described a perfectly alright.

But even if we acted in ignorance, as others did, according to this passage in Acts 3, we are still called to repent, because whether we knew it was wrong or not, it was wrong.
Logically and morally, we don’t want to do what was wrong any more.  We don’t want to argue about whose fault it was that we weren’t told; we just want to live right from now on.

Repentance is a necessity for a Christian, not an optional or negotiable extra

It’s imperative that we repent.  In Luke 13:3 and again in Luke 13:5, Jesus says “... unless you repent, you too will all perish."  This statement is unequivocal.
In Paul’s tearful farewell to the elders in Ephesus, he says:

Acts 20:20-21

20 You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house. 21 I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.

From both Jesus’s and Paul’s words, we must conclude that:

Without repentance, there is no forgiveness of sin.

You can check this out in Mark 1:4, Luke 3:3, Luke 24:47, Acts 2:38, Acts 5:31 and Acts 26:18.

During Paul’s second missionary journey, he made this speech to the Areopagus – an ancient Athenian institution with jurisdiction in moral and religious matters.
Acts 17:22-31

22 Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: "Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. 23 For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you.

24 "The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. 25 And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. 26 From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. 27 God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps [consequently indeed] reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. 28 ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’ 
29 "Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone — an image made by man’s design and skill. 30 In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. 31 For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead."
In this tremendous piece of rhetoric, we can pick out two specifics for our current purposes. 

· God’s desire is that “men would seek him and reach out for him and find him”.  
· We were once ignorant, but now “he commands us to repent”.

When we find God, His command is “repent”.  If we understand the cross, the first thing we must do is turn away from our wrong doing and our wrong thinking and our bad attitudes, because they dishonour and displease God.  From now on, we want to do the things and be the people that please God.
Repentance changes things
At one point, the church in Corinth was so out of order that Paul had to write to them, rebuking them and calling them to repentance.  Later, he wrote again, saying this about the consequences of the previous letter:

2 Corinthians 7:9-11a
9 ...I am happy, not because you were made sorry, but because your sorrow led you to repentance. For you became sorrowful as God intended and so were not harmed in any way by us.

10 Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death. 11 See what this godly sorrow has produced in you: what earnestness, what eagerness to clear yourselves, what indignation, what alarm, what longing, what concern, what readiness to see justice done.
Paul teaches us here that:

· Repentance is more than sorrow or regret.

· Repentance bears fruit in changing our attitudes and character.
Repentance is a gift from God
This can clearly be seen from scriptures like;

Acts 11:18b
God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life

2 Timothy 2:24-25

24 And the Lord’s servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. 25 Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth
Repentance involves welcoming God’s rule in every aspect of our lives
Proverbs 3:5-10

5 Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; 6 in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.

7 Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD and shun evil. 8 This will bring health to your body and nourishment to your bones.

9 Honour the LORD with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your crops; 10 then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine.

This is a vital aspect of repentance; changing from following what I understand, to trusting God’s wisdom.
Many of us find it very difficult when we read some passages of the Bible, because we don’t understand why they tells us to live a particular way.  
Sometimes, we will see why God’s teaching is right and what we had previously believed was wrong.  But sometimes we won’t.  When that happens, we need to be willing do what God tells us in the scriptures before we understand why.  
· Because repentance includes doing what God says even when we don’t understand why what He says is a good idea

· Because we’ve made Him our leader, and we’re trusting that he understands human life better than we do.

The key phrase in that passage from Proverbs is perhaps “in all your ways”.  Repentance involves allowing God’s rule in ALL of our lives. 

And as we repent, we allow God’s blessing into our lives.  Repentance brings “health to your body and nourishment to your bones” and, as we honour Him with our money and time and possessions, He gives generously to us, because we’re trusting in Him, not trying to work things out for ourselves.
It’s a whole new way of living!
The definitive act of repentance as part of Christian initiation

Some people are nicer than others, and some non-Christians are nicer than some Christians.  Even though this is true, the following statement is also true:

Before we come to know God, we are spiritually blind, self-opinionated and self-centred.
Before we come to know God personally, we just cannot see things from God’s perspective.  We have no understanding of the spiritual realm. We cannot grasp God’s wisdom, so we make up our own.  We are self-opinionated.  In any social gathering, you can ask people about life after death, for example, and everyone will have an opinion.  Where do they get their opinions from?  Why do they have any confidence in what they believe?  In truth, unless we have insight from God, we’re just guessing.
And, before we’re born again, we are self-centred, we care about our life, and our family, and our neighbourhood.

When God’s light shines upon us, we come to the point of acknowledging that our previous beliefs and actions were not in accordance with God’s will, as revealed in the Bible.  We then have a choice:

· To turn our back on God.
Or:
· To turn to God, apologise to him for our wrong thinking and actions, and make a life-changing, definitive decision to follow God’s ways for the rest of our lives.

There is no integrity in making a compromise between these two choices.  We cannot genuinely make a choice of following God’s ways if we retain the imagined right to do what we think is best.  Either we acknowledge Jesus as Lord or we say that He is not Lord.
As we become Christians, our spiritual eyes are opened, and we understand that we have been called to accept:

· God’s rule in our lives – we are to obey God, not do what we want.
· God’s morality – we are to live according to what the Bible tells us about right and wrong, not what we have heard from others, what our society generally believes, or what we have worked out for ourselves.
· God’s priorities – we are to order our time, finances, relationships, possessions and ambitions, to reflect what God says is important.
· God’s ideas – we are to accept Biblical teaching on all the subjects that it covers, not to trust in the learning and philosophies of those who reject Biblical teaching.
To do this is to make a definitive repentance.
We then have to make a start in the work of repentance – that is, we need to change something about how we behave.  This demonstrates that our decision is real, not just theoretical.

To summarise, at the start of our Christian lives, it is of VITAL IMPORTANCE that we make:

1. A decision to obey God in all things, not to do or think what seems right to us and not to pick and choose.
2. An initial act of repentance – turning away from some sin.

A prayer of Christian repentance might be:

Lord God almighty, I will always seek to do what you tell me is the right thing to do, as written in the Bible and as revealed by your Holy Spirit.  Please help me to do this.

The outworking of repentance through the Christian life

As we’ve just said, becoming a Christian involves repentance – a life-changing decision to obey God rather than to do what seems right in our own eyes.  It also involves starting the process of reform in our own lives by repenting of something concrete.

As we go on in the Christian life, we find that we need to go on repenting.  Generally speaking, this happens in three different sets of circumstances:

1. When we find that there is an area in which we have repented but now we have slipped back into doing what we had repented of doing.

2. When we discover (through reading the Bible, or hearing the preaching of the Bible, or in prayer, or in discussions with other Christians, or whatever) that something that we thought was OK is, in fact sin.

3. When we enter into new (or deeper) sin.

In each case, we must go back to God in prayer, accept that whatever God calls sin, is sin, and make a conscious decision never to do it again.  It is wise to ask for God’s help at this time, both to help us truly believe in our hearts that God’s word is correct in this particular regard (which of course it is, since it’s the infallible word of God) and to help us stay faithful in repentance in this area.
Both right thinking and right actions are necessary:

· There is a difference between mental assent to the proposition that a certain action is sinful, and a real, heart conviction that God hates it.  Like the psalmist, we need to pray “Lord, write your word in my heart”, not just in our metal processes, but in our inner being.  The following prayer is also helpful, “Lord, cause me to love what You love and hate what You hate”.  A wonderful gift from God to the truly repentant is the gift of a hatred for sin.

· It’s not enough to feel really bad about what we’ve done, or even to hate what we’ve done, or even to stop doing it for a while, the life of repentance involves living the rest of our lives seeking never to commit the sin again.  We need God’s help to keep us faithfully in the path of righteousness.
We’re all different, and we’re all tempted in different ways, and we’re weak in different areas.

Some examples of areas in which many people find it easy to slip back into old sin include: laziness, selfishness and being self-opinionated.

Some areas where I have known Christians failing to realise (or at least acknowledge) that something is a sin, even years after becoming a Christian, have included: racism and factionalism (AKA denominationalism). 
Some examples of new (or deeper) areas include: intolerance, judgementalism and refusal to change.
Difficulty with Repenting in practice

I think it was Mark Twain who said “Giving up smoking is easy – I’ve done it lots of times”.  And some Christians find they have what are called “besetting sins” – temptations to  particular sins that never seem to go away no matter how much we pray or how much we repent with genuine sorrow.  These temptations can be so strong and so lon-standing that we sometimes find it really hard to repent of the specific sin that so troubles us.  
We’ve seen that:

Repentance is a gift from God

So we can pray, asking God to help us to repent.  And He will.  
But sometimes we still find it difficult to change our actions.  One reason for this is that, as Christians, we go through this process:

· We find a passage of the Bible that says that some aspect of our life is unacceptable to God.

· We come to the point that we accept that the Bible really does say what it says (this sometimes takes a long time – to our shame).
· Out of love for God, or fear of God, we decide to change our actions so as to conform to Bible.
· We then make a real effort to behave differently.
And often, we find that we don’t manage to change our actions for very long.

But did you notice that this process left out the “change of mind” and “change of attitude” parts of our definition of repentance?  Remember:

Repentance is a change of mind that leads to a change of attitude and a change in action

The reason that we get disappointing results is often that we don’t take the “change of mind” aspect of repentance seriously.  That is, we think of repentance as being a matter only of obedience, not of submission, as we discussed earlier.

It is OK – perhaps even commendable – to change our actions just because the Bible tells us to.  And sometimes this is the only motivation that we have.  Let me say clearly – it SHOULD be all the motivation that we need.  But as weak and fallible people, we need all the motivation we can get.  It might work for you if you love Jesus very, very much.  And it might work if you’re very, very self-controlled.  But for most Christians, at least sometimes, it doesn’t seem to work.  

Furthermore, as we’ve seen, we’re not just called to change our actions; repentance includes a change of mind and attitude as well.

So we need to change our MIND as much as we can.  If we can see WHY we should or should not do something, then it will be easier for our attitude to that thing to change.  And our new attitude will help to motivate us to change the action.  So:

We need to ask God to help us change our MINDS, not just our ACTIONS.
Let’s take a few examples:
1. The third commandment tells us not to misuse God’s name.
We can try not to abuse God’s name just out of obedience.  But it’s better to think it through.  We should not abuse his name because:
· He is GOD – our creator and Lord – we should show him respect.
· He is our redeemer – we should show him gratitude.
· He loves us and we should love him.

· We should not abuse anyone’s name – least of all God’s.

All these things should be obvious.  And we could come up with many more with just a few minutes’ thought.  But I mention them as an example of how if we re-engineer our THINKING it is easier to re-engineer our ACTIONS and our WORDS.

2. Christians will tell us (quite correctly) not to read pornographic magazines or watch pornographic films.

We can obey this because the church tells us to.  Better is to read the Bible.  In Matthew 5:28 Jesus tells us that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery in his heart.  That is, he is giving us a reason not to do so, not merely an instruction.  Let’s go on to think this though.  We should not read such literature or watch such entertainment because:

· God calls us to monogamy because monogamy works and polygamy (even polygamy in the heart) doesn’t.

· God is faithful.  So we should be faithful.

· When we got married, we made a vow to be faithful.

· Lusting after a man or woman who is not your husband or wife is dishonouring to your marriage partner. 
· It is also telling God that you are not content with the husband or wife he has given you.  It is the sin of covetousness.

· Pornography can lead to sexual dysfunction and/or marriage break-up.

· The woman whose image you are lusting after is somebody’s daughter, maybe somebody’s mother, maybe somebody’s wife.

· A woman is a human being made in God’s image and should be respected, even if she does not respect herself (Genesis 1:27 – God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them).
3. Again, Christians will tell us not to be gossips or busybodies.  But we find out why they’re right to do so by reading the Bible.
Proverbs 11:13  
A gossip betrays a confidence, but a trustworthy man keeps a secret.

Proverbs 16:28  
A perverse man stirs up dissension, and a gossip separates close friends.

Proverbs 18:8  
The words of a gossip are like choice morsels; they go down to a man’s inmost parts.

Proverbs 20:19  
A gossip betrays a confidence; so avoid a man who talks too much.

Proverbs 26:20  
Without wood a fire goes out; without gossip a quarrel dies down.

Proverbs 26:22  
The words of a gossip are like choice morsels; they go down to a man’s inmost parts.

2 Corinthians 12:20  
For I am afraid that when I come I may not find you as I want you to be, and you may not find me as you want me to be. I fear that there may be quarrelling, jealousy, outbursts of anger, factions, slander, gossip, arrogance and disorder.

Romans 1:29-32 
They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips,30  slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; 31  they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32 Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practise them.

2Thessalonians 3:11  
We hear that some among you are idle. They are not busy; they are busybodies.

1Timothy 5:13  
Besides, they get into the habit of being idle and going about from house to house. And not only do they become idlers, but also gossips and busybodies, saying things they ought not to.

And we can think it through, and come to realise that:

· Gossip breaks the 9th commandment and is often motivated by the 10th.

· Gossip can cause tremendous pain when the person finds out that they have been talked about.
· Gossip tends to become more and more inaccurate, and more and more extreme, the more mouths and ears it passes through.
· Churches, families and close friendships have been destroyed by gossip.
· It is not my job to pass judgement on another human being.
· It is not legitimate for me to derive pleasure from damaging the reputation of another person.
Again, I hope that all this is obvious.  All I’m saying is that thinking it through brings a more complete change of mind, and the more our minds are changed, the more our actions will change.
As the psalmist said, 

Create in me a clean heart of God, renew a right spirit in me.

A key concept is encapsulated in Romans 12

Romans 12:1-2
1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2 Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

Pray to God to renew your mind.  This will transform you.  Co-operate in this process by reading your Bible and by listening to good Bible teachers.
· Keep God’s mercy in view: Repent out of gratitude to God, who has shown you mercy.
· See yourself as a sacrifice to God: Live every day as someone didicated to the One who saved you, holy and acceptable to Him.
· Deliberately choose to be different from non-Christians: We have been saved from our previous way of life.  Live in accordance with the new life you’ve been given.
· If our mind is renewed, we will be transformed!

· God’s will for us actually is perfect!
So let’s allow God to change what we think and how we think.  This will change who we are and how we act.
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