The Call to Repentance

Selected Scriptures

As you know, we are studying together a series on the lordship of Jesus Christ in reference to salvation. This morning we come to the third message in our series entitled, “The Call to Repentance.” 

Frankly, one of the clearest elements of biblical invitations to salvation is the demand for repentance. If you just took the New Testament and read it at face value, you would be pressed to conclude that repentance is an essential factor in a gospel presentation. To reinforce that to you I’d like you to do just a little Bible study with me in a minute.

Matthew 4:17 (NIV) 







    PLEASE STAND
17From that time on Jesus began to preach, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”
Pray
Take your Bible and let’s start in Matthew chapter 3 and we’ll just follow a little bit through the gospel record into the book of Acts, a couple of notes in the epistles and see what the sum of these verses is.

Matthew 3:1-2 (NIV)

1In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea 2and saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”

Matthew 3:8 (NIV)

8Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.
Matthew 4:17 (NIV)

17From that time on Jesus began to preach, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”
And from that time, that is the beginning of His ministry, Jesus began to preach and say, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.” 


Matthew 9:13 (NIV)

13But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ <that is I desire a heart attitude not external religion> For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” 

Mark 1:14-15 (NIV)

14After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. 15“The time has come,” he said. <And what was it> “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” 


Mark 2:17 (NIV)

17On hearing this, Jesus said to them, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”
And again we note the message of repentance given to sinners. 


Mark 6:12 (NIV)

12<and here we find that the ministry has gone beyond John the Baptist, beyond Jesus to the Apostles, the disciples> They went out and preached that people should <what> repent.

Let’s look at Luke’s gospel and see how Luke chronicles the first preaching of the gospel of God. In Luke chapter 5 we are introduced again to this thought, in verse 31, the ministry of Jesus, and here he expands on the record of Matthew and Mark and in verse 31. 


Luke 5:31-32 (NIV)

31Jesus answered them, <these are the Pharisees and scribes> “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. 32I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.”
That was implied by Matthew, implied by Mark and is explicitly stated by Luke as the ministry of Jesus was directed at sinners calling them to repentance.

The thirteenth chapter of Luke takes us deeper into the ministry of the gospel of God. 


Luke 13:1-5 (NIV)

1Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. 2Jesus answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? 3I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. 4Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”
Now the questions being posed here, very interesting questions, what the people wanted to know was how was it that there were some Galileans who went in to offer sacrifice to God and Pilate’s men came in and slaughtered while they were offering sacrifices to God. How is it, they’re saying, that God would allow people to give their life in a bloodbath when they were doing what was right? Why did God allow that? That’s the question. And Jesus says in verse 2, “I think you think that those Galileans must have been greater sinners than all other Galileans because they suffered that fate. But I’m telling you they’re just an example of what’s going to happen to you if you don’t repent.”

And then the next question on their mind, how about those 18 people on whom that tower fell? These people weren’t worshiping God, they were just walking down the street and the tower fell over and killed them. Are you thinking, Jesus said, that they were worse culprits than everybody else who lived in Jerusalem and that’s why they died? No, He says, unless you repent, you’ll die, too. And in both cases He calls for repentance.

The ministry of John is repent. The ministry of Jesus is repent. The ministry of the disciples is repent. 


Luke 15:7 (NIV)

7I tell you <Jesus says after describing the man who lost the sheep and went to find the sheep, when he comes home, he rejoices,” and so forth> 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.

Verse 10, He tells a story about a woman who found a coin and rejoiced. 


Luke 15:10 (NIV)

10In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”
And then He tells a story of the prodigal son which is about a sinner who repented and a sinner who did not repent. The sinner who repented was the prodigal. And the sinner who would not repent was the brother who stayed in the house and wouldn’t recognize his own sin. 

The ministry of John the Baptist was repentance. The ministry of Jesus was repentance. The ministry of the disciples was repentance. And heaven recognizes it and rejoices when a sinner repents.

Chapter 16 of Luke, you know this record of the rich man and Lazarus. The rich man died and went to Hades and was in torment. Lazarus, the beggar, died and went into the bosom of Abraham. And, of course, the rich man said: 


Luke 16:27-31 (NIV)

27“He answered, ‘Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father’s house, 28for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.’ 29“Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.’ 30“‘No, father Abraham,’ he said, ‘but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.’ 31“He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.’”
 <This is speaking of Jesus of course>

Now what you’re beginning to sense here is that this concept of repent is the very essence of the gospel invitation. John preached repentance. Jesus preached repentance. The disciples preached repentance. And the sinner here hell obviously understood repentance. His theology would have been perfect.

Coming to the conclusion of Luke’s gospel and bringing it very close to home: 

Luke 24:46-47 (NIV)

46He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, 47and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.
In other words, we are called to preach what? Repentance. I hear a lot of people say they want to share their faith. I don’t hear too many people say they want to go out and preach repentance. But that’s really what we’re called to do. We’re called to preach repentance for forgiveness of sins, to proclaim it to all nations.

Now let’s see what the early church did. Go to the book of Acts. Did they pick up on the ministry of John and Jesus and the disciples? Did they follow the instruction of the great commission that repentance for forgiveness was to be preached among all nations? Let’s listen to Peter, Acts 2:38. Peter stands up on the day of Pentecost, this is the first sermon in the new era, the church is about to be founded and born after the resurrection. And what is the message that in fact is the invitation that gives birth to the church? 


Acts 2:38 (NIV)

38Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, 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.

Acts 3:14-19 (NIV)

14You disowned the Holy and Righteous One and asked that a murderer be released to you. 15You killed the author of life, but God raised him from the dead. We are witnesses of this. 16By faith in the name of Jesus, this man whom you see and know was made strong. It is Jesus’ name and the faith that comes through him that has given this complete healing to him, as you can all see. 17“Now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did your leaders. 18But this is how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Christ would suffer. 19Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, 

Again the gospel message is a call to repentance. Now please turn to Acts 11:18. Chapter 11 takes us further in the expansion of the church. And we find again in chapter 11 the Apostle Peter is still the main figure. His duty here is to report to the Jews at Jerusalem what he has seen God do in saving Gentiles, namely Cornelius and his household.


Acts 11:18 (NIV)

18When they heard this, they had no further objections and praised God, saying, “So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life.”

Now you’re beginning to get the idea that repentance is a synonym for saving faith, that it’s an essential ingredient and element. 

Let’s go further to Acts 17:30, now we go into the ministry of the Apostle Paul. And Paul finds himself in Acts 17 on Mars Hill and he is interacting with the philosophers. 


Acts 17:30-31 (NIV)

30In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. 31For 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.”

So Paul preached repentance.

Let’s go to Acts 20:21. Paul is instructing the Ephesian elders here. The Ephesian elders were largely responsible for giving leadership to all the churches of Asia Minor. They were key leaders. 


Acts 20:21 (NIV)

21I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.

Paul preached to church leaders the matter of repentance, knowing full well that they in turn were to preach repentance to others.

And then turn to Acts 26:19. Here is Paul before King Agrippa. 


Acts 26:19-21 (NIV)

19“So then, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the vision from heaven. 20First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds. 21That is why the Jews seized me in the temple courts and tried to kill me.

Now, folks, that was Paul’s classic definition of gospel preaching. It is preaching repentance. So you can see that the early church picked up on the preaching of Jesus and picked up on the preaching of John and picked up on the preaching of the disciples and was faithful to proclaim repentance from sin, turning from sin to God. 


Romans 2:4 (NIV)

4Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?

Now mark that. The preaching of John was geared to repentance. The preaching of Jesus was geared to repentance. The preaching of the disciples was geared to repentance. The preaching of the early church was geared to repentance. And even the work of God is geared to produce repentance. Why? 


2 Peter 3:9 (NIV)

9The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to <what> repentance.

Friend, may I say this to you? That in that verse repentance is a synonym for what? Salvation. There can be no believing without repentance. There can be no salvation without repentance. Repentance is a synonym. It is an element within the saving work of God that is so essential that the saving work of God can actually be called repentance, turning.

How important is it to repent? Jesus said it, we just read it, Luke 13:3 and 5, “But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”

Where is that kind of preaching today? Where do you hear that kind of evangelism today? It’s not fashionable to preach a gospel that demands that people give up all their possessions. The gospel you hear today is come to Jesus and you’ll be rich. The gospel today is believe in Jesus and He’ll forgive all your sin and give you heaven and you don’t have to worry about giving up anything. That’s not what Jesus preached. Repent, turn from your sin and your selfishness.

Now how in the world did this essential element of gospel preaching become avoided? Where did we lose it? You rarely ever hear the word.

How about the early church fathers? How about Martin Luther? In 1517, Martin Luther fired the shot that’s been heard around the world when he pinned to the church door at Wittenberg his Ninety-Five Thesis. He gave 95 principles that he thought the Roman Catholic Church ought to acknowledge.

Number one, this is what was on the door at Wittenberg. “Our Lord and Master Jesus Christ in saying `Repent ye,’ meant the whole life of the faithful to be an act of repentance.”

Number two of his Ninety-Five Thesis, “This saying cannot be understood of the sacrament of Penance, of confession and absolution which is administered by the priesthood.”

Three, “Yet He does not mean interior repentance only, nay, interior repentance is void if it does not produce different kinds of mortifications of the flesh.” So said Martin Luther, three main points.

One, repentance is a way of life. Two, it has nothing to do with church sacraments, confession and absolution. Three, it’s not just inward it produces mortification of the flesh. Martin Luther was right on target.

How about Charles Spurgeon. Listen to what Spurgeon said. “There must be a true and actual abandonment of sin and a turning unto righteousness in real act and deed in every day life. Repentance, to be sure, must be entire. How many will say, Sir, I will renounce this sin and the other...but there are certain darling lusts which I must keep and hold? Oh, sirs, in God’s name let me tell you, it is not the giving up of one sin, nor 50 sins that is true repentance. It is the solemn renunciation of every sin. If thou dost harbor one of those accursed vipers in thy heart and dost give up every other, that one lust like one leak in a ship will sink thy soul. Think it not sufficient to give up thy outward vices, fancy it not enough to cut off the more corrupt sins of thy life; it is all or none that God demands. Repent, says He, and when He bids you repent, He means repent of all thy sins otherwise He can never accept thy repentance as real and genuine. All sin must be given up or else you will never have Christ. All transgression must be renounced or else the gates of heaven must be barred against you. Let us remember then that for repentance to be sincere, it must be entire repentance. True repentance is a turning of the heart as well as of the life. It is the giving up of the whole soul to God to be His forever and ever. It is the renunciation of the sins of the heart as well as the crimes of the life,” end quote. 

So, we’ve looked at the Scripture, a message of repentance. We’ve taken a brief look at the history of the church, an affirmation of repentance. My friends, in spite of all the scripture and all that the history of the church reflects, there are some people who continue to declare that preaching the lordship of Jesus Christ and the call repentance to the unsaved violates the gospel, that it’s not needed for salvation.

They say, “Repentance means to change one’s mind, not one’s life.” And what you have to understand is they redefine repentance. And what they say is that repentance means to change your mind about who Jesus is, nothing more. Repentance is a change of mind about who Christ is and it has nothing to do with turning from sin. It has no element of intention to obey God. It has no element of an intention or a desire for true righteousness. It’s just to change your mind about who Jesus is.

But they then have to take every one of Jesus’ statements that call people to total commitment to abandon everything to follow Him and make them statements directed at already saved people calling them to the higher life. And so they conclude that when Jesus called someone to be a disciple, He was calling a believer to a second level. And a Christian is one thing and a disciple is another.

And I submit to you that that is not what Jesus intended by repentance. The gospel call of Jesus was a call to forsake sin as much as it was a summons to believe in Him. It was a call to turn from sin. From His first message to His last, the Savior’s theme was calling sinners to turn from their sin, to embrace God, to pursue righteousness. It was not only that they had a new perspective on who He was, but that they turn from sin to follow Him.

Luke 18:9-14 (NIV)

9To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable: 10“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 12I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ 13“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ 14“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”
Let me ask you a question? Did the Pharisee believe in God? Yes. Did he have faith in God? Yes. Was he saved? No. Why? Because his faith was void of <what> repentance. 

You see, this is a classic illustration of the fact that here is a man who believed in God. Here is a man who is devoted to God. Here is a man who went to the temple to pray to the God he believed in. Maybe he sang some praise songs. Maybe he heard the reading of the Word of God. Maybe he had a good time with his friends, shaking hands and enjoying the fellowship. Maybe he gave some money. But where there was no repentance in the heart, there was no relationship. He was a fraud. 

13“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ <and Jesus said> 14“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.

That first guy never knew salvation. He was a believer who didn’t repent. The second guy was an unbeliever who repented. He was a spiritual and religious outcast but he repented. And inherent in that, of course, was the expression of faith.

You want to know where true repentance shows up? In the character of your daily living. Do you give your cloak to one who doesn’t have one? Do you make sure you don’t take anything from anyone that you don’t deserve? You don’t force people. You don’t accuse people falsely. Are you content with whatever your wages are? How is you language at home? Is it different from your being at church? How are your thought patterns? Are you more interested in watching TV than reading your Bible? Do you have a sincere desire to follow Christ, to walk with Him and talk with Him all the days of your life? That’s where the genuineness of your repentance shows up. And, my friends, I submit to you that no message that doesn’t press for repentance can properly be called the gospel. Conversion to Jesus is more than a break with an old thought pattern, it’s a new life; it’s a new life.

Matthew 25:1-12 (NIV)

1“At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. 2Five of them were foolish and five were wise. <Now notice that the virgins looked alike on the outside but on the inside they were different. They were foolish and wise. They probably went to the same church and did what was expected of them there. They probably sang the same songs. They probably never spoke anything sounding like profanity because they were always together. They may have even helped out at the church and done things to show they believe in God> 3The foolish ones took their lamps but did not take any oil with them. 4The wise, however, took oil in jars along with their lamps. 5The bridegroom was a long time in coming, and they all became drowsy and fell asleep. 6“At midnight the cry rang out: ‘Here’s the bridegroom! Come out to meet him!’ 7“Then all the virgins woke up and trimmed their lamps. 8The foolish ones said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil; our lamps are going out.’ 9“‘No,’ they replied, ‘there may not be enough for both us and you. Instead, go to those who sell oil and buy some for yourselves.’ 10“But while they were on their way to buy the oil, the bridegroom arrived. The virgins who were ready went in with him to the wedding banquet. <This of course is referencing Revelation 19:9 where the angel is talking with John, “Write: ‘Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!’”> And the door was shut. 11“Later the others also came. ‘Sir! Sir!’ they said. ‘Open the door for us!’ 12“But he replied, ‘I tell you the truth, I don’t know you.’

The foolish virgins looked just like the wise virgins. The foolish virgins went to hell. There’s no salvation apart from repentance. 

Pray
I’m reminded, Lord, This morning of the words of James, 

James 4:7-10 (NIV)

7Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.

Father, give us an understanding of the call to repentance. My prayer right now is for anyone here who has pretended to be obedient but in the heart is a rebel, who says to God, “I will go” and does not. O God, transform that life, bring true repentance. 

Move their hearts Father. Work that mighty gracious work of repentance in every needful life for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

Sinner’s Prayer

Invitation
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