REPENTANCE – the Missing Word in our Evangelism Today?

By John Smyth

How often have you listened to an evangelistic address that did not catch fire? The congregation are not really listening; the preacher seems to be beating the air. Somehow the good news of the Gospel, although faithfully proclaimed by a man of God, lacks the Holy Spirit’s anointing. And the appeal is very hard work!

As preachers, most of us have been humbled in this way. I want to suggest one possible reason; in our desire to succeed we are omitting, or soft-pedalling the unpalatable part of the Gospel. I have never forgotten as a University student in Britain forty years ago hearing the preacher say, ‘There is nothing less flattering and more humbling than coming to Christ.’ 

The Cross doesn’t Make Sense without Repentance

An evangelist worthy of the name never omits proclaiming the Cross. The Cross is the power of God unto salvation; without it we cannot expect spiritual power. But without an exposition of sin and repentance the Cross will seem to the unbeliever superfluous. We must explain why an infinitely Holy God could not merely wave his wand and forgive our sin. The penalty for sin had to be paid; the punishment had to be inflicted; justice had to be done. The Cross provides a pardon sufficient for all, but only effective for those who repent. Let’s check this out with the Scriptures.

How much does Repentance Matter in the New Testament?

Perhaps there is no better place to begin than with the Gospel as Jesus preached it. 

St Mark introduces his account of the ministry of Jesus in the open air by the Lake of Galilee:

‘The time has come,’ Jesus proclaims, ‘the Kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!’ 

Jesus follows up his proclamation with his authoritative invitation, ‘Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.’ (Mark 1.14-18)

If we take time to trace the preaching of the Good News through the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, and indeed on into the Epistles we find that those three great words are the clarion call for the invitation to Jesus over and over again. Repent, Believe, Come! They do not always appear together but together they are the New Testament blue print for preaching the Gospel. The following table is an attempt to summarise this pattern in scripture.

“Repent”

1. This was the keynote of the preaching of John the Baptist: Matthew 3.2,8,11, Mark 1.4, Luke 3.3,8

2. This was the keynote of the preaching of Jesus: 

Key verses: 

Matthew 4.17, which describes how from the outset Jesus continually preached ‘Repent.’

Mark 1.15 quoted above

Luke 13.3&5–an extraordinarily strong emphasis. 


    Other references: 
Matthew 11.20,21 and Luke 10.13  

           
                        Matthew 12.41 and Luke 11.32

       
                    
Matthew 21.32 – Repent & Believe  





         
Luke 5.32




         
Luke 15.7 & 15.10 


                                             
Luke 16.30

                                             
Luke 24.47 (Luke’s Great Commission)                                                            

3. Repentance was what the twelve apostles were commanded to preach: Mark 6.12

4. Peter and Paul always preached repentance in the Acts of the 

Apostles:     Peter     Acts 2.38

 

         Acts 3.19

                                 Acts 5.31

                                 Acts 8.22

                                 Acts 11.18

                                 Acts 13.24 




         Paul     Acts 17.30


      


         Acts 19.4

                                               Acts 20.21 – Paul summarises to the

              Ephesian elders the Gospel message he had always preached 

              to both Jews and Gentiles, ‘they must turn to God in 

              repentance.’

                                             Acts 26.20 – Paul emphasises the 

              double duty of repenting and proving repentance by deeds..

5. Paul and Peter in their epistles underlined repentance as an 

intrinsic part of the Gospel message.

       


Romans 2.4




2 Corinthians 7.9,10




2 Timothy 2.25




2 Peter 3.9

6. The writer to the Hebrews describes repentance as one of the 

‘elementary teachings’ which make up the ‘foundation’ of our faith.

7. The Revelation of St John is full of references to repentance:

The letters to the seven churches (chapters 2 and 3) abound with the command to repent, although these may be addressed primarily to the believer rather than the unbeliever. Chapter 9 condemns the failure to repent. Chapter 16 condemns the refusal to repent.     


                             


The Old Testament and Repentance

The story of Jonah’s evangelism at Nineveh and the subsequent repentance of that great city is the classic Old Testament example of turning from sin to God, and Jesus himself expressly endorsed it in Luke 11.32.

Solomon’s prayer of dedication of the Temple and the Lord’s reply in 1 Kings 8 and 2 Chronicles 7 are vivid examples of God’s desire for real repentance on a national scale: 

‘If my people who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven and forgive their sin and will heal their land.’

Hezekiah’s repentance of his pride (2 Chronicles 8.47), Job’s repentance of his presumption (Job 42.6) and Isaiah’s vision which led him to deep conviction of sins of the tongue (Isaiah 6) all vividly demonstrate how precious in God’s sight is a truly penitent heart aware of sin, admitting sin, and genuinely desiring to turn from sin.

Although these two latter examples may be illustrations of God’s desire for repentance from those already in a covenant relationship with him, and as such do not provide an exact parallel for evangelism nowadays, they surely emphasise and undergird the teaching of the New Testament on this topic, and dove-tail with the story of Jonah.

What is Repentance?

It is time to seek a definition of this great Biblical truth. The Greek word means to ‘change one’s mind’, so that Christ’s command in Mark 1.15 becomes ‘Change your mind, and believe the Gospel.’ The Anglican Catechism (1662 Book of Common Prayer) defines it: ‘Repentance: whereby we forsake sin.’ 

The new Anglican Prayer Book has substituted the word ‘penitence’ for ‘repentance’, but in the Preface to the section on Confession and Absolution, we find a very helpful and forthright definition:

If we are to return to God in true penitence, we must be cut to the heart (Acts 2.37). There must be sorrow and a desire to amend. ‘A broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise’ (Psalm 51.17). In addition there must be a willingness to open our hearts, with all the darkness to be found in there, to the light of the Holy Spirit. We must be willing to accept the fact and the gravity of sin with no attempt to conceal it. Furthermore, there must be a desire to live the new life in Christ.1
Dr Griffith Thomas, in his classic, The Catholic Faith2 says repentance involves:

i. Conviction of sin

ii. Contrition for sin

iii. Confession of sin

iv. Conversion from sin

I sometimes explain it as:

i. Recognition of sin and its consequences

ii. Regret for sin

iii. Renunciation of sin

The vital ingredients, (so often overlooked if we settle for a too simplistic formula such as ‘Admit, Believe, Come’) are renouncing sin, or turning from it. A genuine change of mind and heart is required.

So often the evangelist shrinks from such strong language because he fears the response ‘But I could never do that. I could never keep it up. I know I would slip back into my old ways.’

But evangelism cannot afford to omit the glorious reassuring truth that ‘the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.’ (1 John 4.4) Indeed we need to make it abundantly clear that such fears about ‘keeping it up’ are entirely justified! In our own strength, as we have discovered for so long, we cannot please God. But once we receive Christ we will have in us, by the person of his Holy Spirit, a new power which is greater than the world, the flesh and the devil. I often use the illustration of the boxing glove belonging to the current world heavyweight champion. Empty, it is just a flabby piece of foam covered in leather, incapable of any sort of punch; but filled with the fist of the champion it is invincibly powerful! On my own, I am no match at all for the devil; with Christ in me I am filled with a supernatural power that enables me, provided I wish to do so (and there’s the rub so often!), to deliver the knock out blow to any temptation.

Another illustration I find effective is the 180 degree about-turn. I am going my own way, doing my own thing; God requires me to stop, consider and make that about-turn to go his way. That is repentance.

The Dangers of Minimising Repentance

I suggest there are several:

i. To minimise the need to repent, is to minimise the seriousness of sin; and a failure to appreciate the seriousness of sin leads to an inadequate understanding of the Atonement. The old hymn makes this point in its refrain:

Oh, make me understand it, 

Help me to take it in,

What it meant to Thee, the Holy one,

To take away my sin. 

This is inevitably a serious hindrance to spiritual growth because anything that denies, distorts or even dilutes our understanding of the Cross effects our love for the one who died for us. Conviction of sin and repentance may come later, but until it does the conversion is likely to be shallow.

ii. Great  tradition  Christianity   has  always  encouraged a healthy  (not  a  morbid)   introspection.   Every  time  the Anglican comes to partake of Holy Communion (using the 1662 Book of Common Prayer) he confesses to ‘being a miserable offender’ and accepts that ‘the burden of his sins is intolerable’. A serious attempt to face up to sin and allow the Holy Spirit to do his convicting work is therapeutic. The pain is less than that of the anguish of a mass of unrepented sins lurking in the background of our minds. As CS Lewis puts it ‘It is the difference between the pain of the tooth about which you should go to the dentist, and the simple straightforward pain which you know is getting less and less every moment when you have had the tooth out.’3
  


        iii      Holiness of life will never be the believer’s goal
until he turns  from  all       his  past  sins. David’s plea for purity of                heart in Psalm 51 follows  upon his abject repentance in 

                  verses 1-9.

    Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast

                 Spirit within me. Do not cast me from your presence or


                 take your Holy Spirit from me. (Psalm 51.10,11)

         iv    If repentance is omitted or minimised in his own life the   

                believer more readily condones sin in the world around 

                him.

Our Role Models of the Past

The great evangelists of the last three centuries have undoubtedly placed a significant, and sometimes a strident emphasis on repentance in their evangelism. Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, John Wesley, Charles Spurgeon, Dwight Moody, Billy Graham, Martyn Lloyd-Jones and many others bear witness to this. 

In his forward to a very recent study of ‘the worldwide impact of Billy Graham’ John Stott, in his 80th year and after more than half a century in the pastoral ministry, provides for us his summary of the meaning of Evangelism:

Evangelism begins in the loving heart and sovereign will of Almighty God, as revealed in Scripture. It is essentially a bold proclamation by word and deed of Jesus Christ, incarnate, crucified, risen, reigning, and returning. It is undertaken in obedience to the Great Commission, whatever the cost, and in dependence on the Holy Spirit. It summons all mankind to repent and believe, and then to live a new life of godliness in God’s new community, the church.4 (my italics). 

Chapter 3 of Drummond’s book is entitled The Full and True Gospel. He extracts Billy Graham’s definition of repentance from the evangelist’s classic Peace with God:

What did Jesus mean by the word repent? Why does it appear over and over throughout the Bible? If you look in a modern dictionary you will find that repent means “to feel sorry for, or to regret.” But the original words that Jesus spoke meant a great deal more than that. They meant a great deal more than just regretting and feeling sorry about sin. The biblical word repent means “to change”, or “to turn.” It is a word of power and action. It is a word that signifies a complete turnabout in the individual. When the Bible calls upon us to repent of sin, it means that we should turn away from sin, that we should do an about-face and walk in the opposite direction from sin and all that it implies.

Too many modern Christians have lost sight of what the Bible means when it talks about repentance. They think that repentance is little more than shaking their heads over their sins and saying, “My, but I’m sorry I did that!” and then continuing to live just as they have lived before.

True repentance means “to change, to turn away from, to go in a new direction.” 5
Such has been the emphasis placed on repentance by evangelists since Jesus began his ministry at Galilee 2000 years ago.

Are we in Danger of being Deceived Today?
But in the closing decades of the 20th century, when crusade evangelism began to decline (in Britain after Mission England 1984), a subtle change seemed to creep in. For the better part of a decade now, the Alpha Courses have been the flagship of Protestant evangelism first in Britain and subsequently in many different countries of the world. Their domino effect across the world speaks volumes as to their effectiveness and the blessing they have brought. But there seems little doubt that the traditional Biblical pattern of the evangelistic message, ‘Repent, Believe, Come’ has been replaced by  ‘Belong, Believe, Behave.’  Those who teach the courses accept that there is little, if any, specific teaching on repentance, but would say that experience has shown that the change of lifestyle which is the fruit of repentance develops once the new convert is filled with the Holy Spirit. Others say that in the teaching on ‘believing’, and in particular the Cross, repentance is implicit. Undoubtedly the emphasis on ‘belonging’ has been a powerful factor in destroying the commonly held prejudice that the church is a place where one feels judged, condemned and inadequate. ‘People do not care what we know, until they know that we care.’ But ‘Belong’ should not replace ‘Repent’.

The great mid-20th century prophet of North America AW Tozer once summed it up like this:

Do a thorough job of repenting. Do not hurry to get it over with. Hasty repentance means shallow spiritual experience and lack of certainty in the whole life. Let godly sorrow do its healing work. Until we allow the consciousness of sin to wound us we will never develop a fear of evil.6 (Italics added)

Personally I am convinced that to shrink from preaching with a true Biblical emphasis on repentance, is to run a grave risk of forfeiting spiritual power. Many preachers would testify to that. The Word of God is ‘living and active, sharper than any double-edged sword, penetrating even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow, and judging the thoughts and attitudes of the heart’ (Hebrews 4.12), and never more so than when repentance is proclaimed. So far from driving people away, it is the key to true conviction of sin. And when the Holy Spirit convicts of sin, the unsaved run to the Cross for salvation.
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