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Repentance is not a term that 
occurs often in modern lailguage because 
the notion is not very congenial to 
us. We have dialogue, an.d we have 
discussion groups~ ru~d we have group 
therapy for seli' u.ndersta.--iding, but 
the suggestion that repentance is what 
we need does not often find expresoion 
in modern lifev This is a.i~ indication 
of how far removed we are from Bible 
ideas, in spite of the fact that we 
may regard ourselves as 3ible student~ 
because the need for repentance and 
the injunction · to repent occurs 
co~stantly from the beginnu~g of the 
Bible to the ends For example, Jol~~ 

the Baptist 2 s message is swnmed up in 
the gospels by the p :i:1rase "Repent; for 
God i s sovereign rule is near" s- a.TJ.d to 
each group that came to bii1 he gave the 
sa..~e message that they were to repent, 
that is, to change their attitudes and 
their way of living~ 

The call for repentance is to 
be found in the prophets of the Old 
Testament also. They called on their 
hearers to turn, to change their atti­
tude and so to cha.~ge their way of 
life. In the :new Testament we :find 
that the message of" John tl-:e Baptist 
and of the Old Testament prophets was 
the message of Jesus Hioself. In 
Matthew 4:17 where the gospel records 
the beginnhg of' Jesus' ~inistry we 
read "From that ti::rre bega...J. Jesus to 
preach and to say '.Repent, for Godts 
sovereign rule is near;''. The Gospels 
sum up Jesu& message in a single word, 
'Repent•, that is, cha~ge your mind 

., 

~ 

and so change your way of life~ As we 
go on through the New Testament we will 
find the same message. In the first 
Christian sermon preached by St Peter 
L~ Acts 2 in reply to the question of 
his hearers "What shall we do? 11 Peter 
replies, "Repent". This is the essent­
ial thing~ If we turn on to Acts 20 
where we find the Apostle Paul summar­
ising the whole of his life ministry 
as he talks to tho elders of the 
Church at Ephesus we read that he 
describes his activity in verse 20 as 
"teaching you publicly from house to 
house, testifying both to Jews a.11d 
Greeks repe!ltnnce towards God and faith 
towards our Lord Jesus Christn,, Whon 
Paul wrote to his friends at Thessalon­
i.ca he recalled how they turned to God 
from idols e To turn is ano-Cl:e:::' word 
for ropentQ so again the Apostle sums 
up the Christian l~f'e by the concept 
of ropentunceo St John~ in the :Sook 
of Revelation~ in recording Jesusi 
message to tho churches constantly 
comnnnds his readers to rop~nt. 

You will see from this brief 
survey how the message of' the Old 
Testamen t prophet.s r. Joh_ri tho Baptis-;;;, 
Jes us Hiraself' and the .A.pos tlon PeJ.;e::_~:; 

Pnul and Joh.11. are all sumr:1od up by 
saying that they cdled f'or ropontanco. 
And again I ask you to reflect about 
how deep repo!1. tanco is in your own 
thinking about Christianity or in the 
message that you hear on Sundays in 
church& Repentance is essential. Why 
did Jesus, John the Baptist and the 
Apos"tles put such stress on repentance? 
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After all, what did their hearers 
need to repent about? They were 
religious and good living people. 
The comml.Ulity in which Jesus lived 
and in which the Apostles were brought 

·up was a good living conununity~ as 
moral a commun.i ty as there ever has 
beeno It was also a very religiously 
minded community~ Rcligio~ pervaded 
overy aspect of life and was observed 
with a groat deal of zeal~ and yet it 
was to these good. li'Y-hg ~~d religious 
people that Jesus, John the Baptist 
and the Apostles united in addressing 
tho snme message - the call for 
repont:::tnce if they wore to escape 
God 1 s wrath and judgmc~to Is God 
going to deal differently with us and 
our commUJ.J.i ty :from tie way J e-sus said He 
was going to deal with tho society of' 
His day? The Christian · church to-·day, 
quite apart from secular society~ 

needs to take to heart this call for 
repentance which the Bible unites in 
making. 

What does rcpentai'lce mean? 
What was involved when Jesus called 
these religious and good liv.fng people 
to repentance? and when Jolli"l the 
Baptist and the Apostles did the same' 
He was calling them to a radical 
change o:f mind - not merely to an 
improvement here or there, or being 
sorry for this or :for that fault but 
he was calling them to a complete 
turn round of attitude with regard to 
God and with regard to Godts relation 
to the world. 

We are called to a repentance 
towards God, to a recognition that God 
is sovereign in the world. He is its 
Creatoro ITothing happens apart from 
Him!; not even a sparrow falls to the 
ground~ or an ant walks over a leaf in 
the forests of the Amazonc Every event 
is under Gods sovereign ruleo Further­
more; we are called to recognise God's 
loving and righteous providence in the 
events which happen~ The God who con­
trols even the flowers of the fields 
and provides the food for the birds of 
the air~ is tho God in w:-10m we a.re to 
trust and to honour by trusting in our 
daily - life~ Trust is action, not 
Qerely pious thoughts. This involves 
obedience, complete, as Jesus obeyed 
when Ho thrust aside Petor:s well 
meru1.ing but worldly wise suggestion 
that Jesus should modify Eis duty and 
not go up to Jerusalemo Jesus trusted 
God and did what was right without 
modifying it~ 

Secondly, we nre called upon to 
change our world view a.Ld this will 
menn a change of values. We are taken 
up with material things but God values 
fellowship. Fellowship means shari~g 
and we .:ire to ta..1.ce the opportlm.i ties 
that come to us by God's providential 
control of the events of our lives to 
shnre with others not only our time 
and our material resources but 
particularly our knowledge of God and 
of Eis relationship to the world, and 
the salvation that is in Jesuso 

Thirdly, repent.tlD.ca ~wilL .. involve 
the seeing of ourselves as we are, as 
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people who ignore God and therefore 
dishonour Him, a people who inevitably 
are perishing because of' tl-:esc things 
and who need to be saved. And so 
repentance leads on very closely to 
the concept of' faith. As St Paul said, 
he preached repentance towards God and 
f'aith towards our Lord Jesus Christ, 
for rep~ntance is a tw.~nL-..g to God as 
He is, not only the sovereign Lord and 
the loving pro~ider, but also the 
Saviour who in Jesus Christ has over-
come sin and oponed the way of' eternal 
lif'e. This also is p~rt of the struc­
ture of' reaJ_ity and must be central in 
our thinking~ Jesus Christ is the 
sovereign Lord ovor everything because 
He has demonstrated Hi s sovereignty 
over sin and evil by bearing our sins 
on Cal vary and overconii!'_g sin and so 
overcoming death and everything else 
that sets its~lf against God's sover­
eign rule o 

This is reality, and we are 
called to live in accorda.~ce. A life 
of religious acts and. average moral 
behavioiir is of no significance if our 
attitudes and values centre themselves 
on something other than on God; on God 
as He is? the God and Father of our 
Lord Jes"ll:s Christ~ the Saviour" 

Repentance is '.)l.-:r d.uty. We are 
commanded to repont and to recognize 
God as God in our thoughts and in our 
attitudesr i n ·our activities, and in 
oux· valuese We are cornma.TJ.ded to 
repent. It is not just a:.~ option, but 
an obligation. 

,Repentance is oUll' salvation. 
This is b ecause of the jungraent. Whe~ 
St Paul was preaching i n Athens he 
told the Athenians (Acts 17) that God 
had appointed a day in wbich He would 
judge the world through Jesus Christ~ 
wh oQ He had raised from tr~ dead. 
r1There:fore 11 ~ said thq .Aposfl.e, "Repent, 
cha.~gc your a~titu~es, re-orient your 
life". 

lJineve~'l~ in the time of' Jonah , 
was saved by repentanceo Jesus calls 
us to repentance, t hat radical re­
ori0nting of ourselves to God and 
realityo Twice over (Luke lJ:J,5), 
Jesus told his hearers~ 11 U:c1.less you 
repent, you shall perish". 
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