True Repentance


Some of you might not realize that all of the Scripture readings used on Sunday mornings are chosen ahead of time.  We use what they call the “Three Year Series.”  Within that three years series, there’s a Series A, B, and C.  Which means that every three years, we go back to A, then B, then C again.  During any given year, the pastor normally picks one of those texts to speak about in the sermon, and quite often it’s the Gospel text.  


One thing you may have noticed lately, is that many of our texts have dealt with repentance.  We just finished the Advent season, and Advent is full of the message of repentance.  John the Baptist’s message was one of repentance, not to mention his baptism was a baptism unto the repentance of sins.  In other words, John was forgiving repentant people through Baptism.  


Luther said a Christian’s life was one of daily repentance.  This was one of the primary messages of his 95 theses that he hung on the church door.  The church was trying to sell indulgences, which sent the message that repentance didn’t have to be all that true, just pay the amount, and the forgiveness was granted on a piece of paper.  You were “covered,” or so they said.  The indulgence paper didn’t start out with such a negative reputation.  Initially, it worked more like a baptismal certificate; it was a reminder of what was true: that you are forgiven.  But it very quickly evolved into the evil work of men, rather than a representation of God’s truth.


Now that the New Year is here, it would be good for us to consider the question: What is true repentance?  Is it saying, “I’m sorry”?  Remember when you were a kid and you hit your sister, and your parent said, “Say you’re sorry!”  So you said, “Sorry.”  And then your parents sent you out to play as if everything was okay now.  But 9 times out of 10, your saying “Sorry” had nothing to do with what you believed in your heart.  All you really wanted to do was get your sister alone again so you could hit her one more time for tattling on you.  


You can fake true sorrow any day of the week, but God knows your heart.  So the first part of repentance is a true sorrow over what you’ve done.  The only way that can happen is by faith.  True sorrow recognizes that you have done something that doesn’t please God.  An unbeliever can seemingly be “truly sorry” for hurting someone, and they can apologize, and even vow to never do it again, but this still does not fit God’s definition of true sorrow, nor does it have anything to do with repentance.  Scripture tells us that without faith, it is impossible to please God.  So, anything that an unbeliever might mimic as true sorrow or true repentance, is never God-pleasing, and therefore not really true at all.  


True sorrow is always seen in light of God’s Word.  How have I wronged my Lord in this action?  Have I not loved my neighbor as myself, as He has directed me to?  What have I done that would make Satan smile, but my Lord frown?  These are the questions of true sorrow, and the beginning of repentance.


The next question is, “How can I make this right?”  If your sin involved another person, God tells us all over His Word how vital it is for your relationship with Him, that you reconcile with the one you’ve wronged.  A few places you might look are Matthew 5:23-24, 6:14-15, 18:21-22, Luke 17:3-4, Eph 4:31-32, Mark 11:25, 1Cor.13:5, 

1Peter 4:8, 2Cor.2:10-11.  


Jesus once said, “I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.”  And while this text is talking about repentance that leads to faith, we must not separate it from repentance between believers, for God has made is clear that when we refuse to repent to our brothers and sisters in Christ, there is no faith there.  And He—God, will have nothing to do with us (see the Matt.6:14-15 passage).


Again, Luther was right when he said it’s about a daily repentance, a living in the state of repentance.  And while true sorrow is a necessary part of repentance, repentance is more than “I’m sorry.”  The word repent means “to turn away from.”  So certainly sorrow is part of repentance—true sorrow, that is.  And only you and God know whether your sorrow is true for sure. But equally important is for us to trust in God to keep us from doing the sin again.  This doesn’t mean that we try harder, but that we trust more.  It’s an issue of faith.  True faith never wants to hurt another, and doesn’t bask inwardly at the pain we cause someone else.  

This is why God’s forgiveness is blocked by unrepentant hearts.  UNrepentance exists in the heart of UNbelievers.  Because repentance is brought about by God.  So if it is not there, neither is God.  On January 26th, we heard our Lord say, “The Kingdom of God is near; repent and believe the good news.” Those two verbs are actually in tenses that mean to keep repenting, and keep believing.  And the point is, that they can never be separated: Repentance is part of faith.  

Notice, we are in no way declaring works righteousness here.  We do not get the credit for even our repentance.  Romans 2:4 takes care of that for us:  “Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?”  Unrepentance, simply put, is saying “No” to God’s kindness when He attempts to work in you.  If you refuse to repent—even to one another, then you are in essence refusing God.  And in the same way, if you refuse to forgive, then you are refusing God.  Your action of refusal is simply the proof of your spiritual condition, and that is why you are condemned.  Not for not “doing something,” but because of the spiritual condition of your heart that would lead you to not repent or not forgive.

True repentance is recognizing that we have hurt God in the way we have treated ourselves, someone else, or God Himself.  And then we set about the work of making it right: declaring our true sorrow over what we have done, righting the wrong if possible, and turning away from ever doing it again.  Not trusting in our own power to overcome, but trusting in the One Who has overcome all sin on our behalf. 

May God lead you this year to a truly repentant way of life.  For when that happens, God is praised and glorified through you.  Happy New Year!   

