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What The Bible Says About Repentance

The call to repentance appears early in the Bible.  Our Savior's 
declaration shall remain in force until the Savior rescinds it:
Luke 13:3 (NASB) 
3  "I tell you, no, but unless you repent, you will all likewise 
perish. 

Peter calls Noah "a preacher of righteousness” (2 Peter 2:5). 
Though not directly stated, Noah preached repentance to the people
of his day in an effort to save them from the flood.

The prophets were continually pleading with Israel to repent of 
their sins and turn to God (Joel 2:12-14; Ezekiel 33:11). 

John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea 
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand."  (Matthew 3:2 
NASB).

When Jesus began His earthly ministry, He came into Galilee 
preaching the Gospel of God and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and 
the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel." 
(Mark 1:15 NASB) 

The message of God is the same in the Old Covenant and the 
New Covenant” Repent and come to God.  On Pentecost the 
apostle Peter commanded the people to repent and be baptized in 
the name of Jesus in order to receive the remission of sins and the 
gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38)

In Jesus' message to the seven churches of Asia (Revelation 2 
and 3), he stressed the doctrine of repentance. Eight times in these 
two chapters, he uses the words repent or repentance, Repentance 
was a prime need in Bible times. It is even more needful today for 
those outside, as well as inside the Church of our Lord.

I.  What Is Repentance?

A.  Definition of Repentance.
 

The Greek word translated repentance in the New Testament is  
"metanoeo, often seen as ""metanoia," which is equivalent to the 
Old Testament word “turn.” 



The word "metanoia," is different from that which our word 
repentance represents. The dictionary hardly gives a good 
definition of our biblical word, which peaks of a change of mind; 
but, such a change of mind which influences ones’ subsequent 
behavior for the better. "metanoeo" is a change to the better; on the 
other hand, "metamelomai" is barely a change, whether to the better
or to the worse.  “metanoeo” marks a change of mind that is 
durable and produces consequences; “metamelomai” produces only
a present uneasy feeling of regret without regard to duration or 
effect.  "metanoeo" may be translated into English, "reform,"  
"metamelomai" may be translated into English, "regret, feel sorry 
for, repent."

Everyone who reforms repents; but since every one who repents
does not reform, this distinction is necessary; and it is helpful to 
translate the former "I reform," and the latter "I repent." There is 
something gained, especially in all places where we have the word 
in the imperative mood, because then it is of importance to know 
precisely what is intended. If we are commanded only to change 
our mind, or to be sorry for the past, we have obeyed when we feel 
regret; but if more than mere change of mind or regret is intended, 
we have not obeyed the commandment until we change for the 
better.  Peter commanded the thousands assembled on the day of 
Pentecost, who had changed their minds, and who were sorry for 
the past, to do something which they had not yet done; and that 
something is in the King James version rendered "repent," and in 
the Living Oracles version "reform," and in the old English Bible 
"amend your lives.” 

The God's Word translation uses "change the way you think and
act."  Wuest's translation of Acts 2:38 "Have a change of mind, that
change of mind being accompanied by abhorrence of and sorrow 
for your deed."  (Cf: https://www.biblegateway.com/verse/en/Acts
%202:38)

Matthew 27:3 says Judas repented,(“metamelomai”); and there 
are many like him, who never reformed; and, therefore, it is of 
importance that this distinction should be kept in mind.  

Unfortunately, Jerome, the translator of the Vulgate, translated 
"metanoeō" in the imperative as “do penance.”  John Wycliffe was 



a theological professor at Oxford who advocated for translation of 
the Bible into the English vernacular. He completed a translation 
directly from the Vulgate into Middle English in the year 1382, 
now known as Wycliffe's Bible. He also unfortunately translated 
“metanoeō “as “do penance.”  The definition of "penance" is "an 
act of self-abasement, mortification, or devotion performed to show
sorrow or repentance for sin." Mortification is "a sense of 
humiliation and shame caused by something that wounds one's 
pride or self-respect."  That doesn't  come close to the Greek 
concepts.
Matthew 4:17 (NASB) 17  From that time Jesus began to preach 
and say, "Repent (“metanoeō”), for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand." 

The verb “metanoeō” is from “meta”: “change” (in compound 
words), and “noeō”: “Perceive, understand, realize, see, consider, 
take note of, think over, exercise the mind.”  The most extensive 
repentance is a thoroughgoing change in one’s thinking, attitudes, 
and purpose. This is the deep-seated repentance spoken of in 
passages like Matthew 3:2 and Acts 3:19 where a thorough change 
of mind is urged. 

When compared to “metamelomai” (used 5 times), “metanoeō” 
(used over 30 times) is much more prevalent, especially when 
referring to repentance linked to salvation. This repentance is 
stronger than remorse or emotional regret. “Metanoeō” portrays a 
change of mind so effective that Luke 15:7,10 speaks of heaven's 
joy for a sinner who has “repented--”
Luke 15:7, 10 (NASB) 7  "I tell you that in the same way, there will
be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 
ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance. ... 10  "In 
the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of
God over one sinner who repents." 

This “repentance” is required for entrance into the kingdom of 
heaven.  Matthew 21:32 (NASB) 32  "For John came to you in the 
way of righteousness and you did not believe him; but the tax 
collectors and prostitutes did believe him; and you, seeing this, did 
not even feel remorse (metamelomai)  afterward so as to believe 
him.”  “Metamelomai” (regret, repent, feel sorry for) is composed 



of the two Greek terms “meta,” “change” and “melō,” “I care, I am
concerned for.” The basic meaning is “to feel regret, to repent, to 
feel sorrow.”

Richard Chenevix Trench, renown Biblical scholar, says that 
“'metamelomai' in no way suggests any forgiveness of 
sins. Only 'metanoia' signifies a thorough change of the 
heart and soul, of the life and actions.” 

Professor J. W. McGarvey defined repentance as: "a change of 
will (or mind) caused by a sorrow for sin and leading to a 
reformation of life." (Commentary on Acts).

In these definitions you will see these three steps: 
(a) Repentance is a change of the mind or will; 
(b) This change is produced by a sorrow for sins; and
(c) Leads to a change in conduct and life.

B.  Repentance Illustrated. 

True repentance is illustrated in the Corinthian church as seen in
2 Corinthians 7. Paul had rebuked them severely for their sin In the 
1 Corinthians letter. He later wrote in 

2 Corinthians 7:8-10 (NASB) 8  For though I caused you sorrow 
by my letter, I do not regret (“Metamelomai”)  it; though I did 
regret (“Metamelomai”) it—for I see that that letter caused you 

sorrow, though only for a while— 9  I now rejoice, not that you 
were made sorrowful, but that you were made sorrowful to the 
point of repentance (“metanoia;”) for you were made sorrowful 
according to the will of God, so that you might not suffer loss in 

anything through us. 10  For the sorrow that is according to the 
will of God produces a repentance (“metanoia”) without regret, 
leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces death. 

Godly sorrow had preceded and led to their repentance or 
change of mind. Salvation had followed and was a result of their 
repentance.

The story of the prodigal son or lost young man in Luke 15 is a 
good illustration of repentance. The young man's sin is seen in his 
willful rejection of his Father's authority and home. This willfulness



led him into a far country. Here he "wasted his substance with 
riotous living" (Luke 15:13). We see the depth of his sin when 
through lack of money, friends, and food, he stooped to the position
of feeding swine.

His repentance began when he came to the true realization of his
position. Jesus said "when he came to himself" (Luke 15:17), This 
would indicate that a person in sin is out of their mind! He is not 
thinking clearly. The young man realized that he had made a mess 
of his life and that he was lower than the lowest servant in his 
father's house.  You can only image the shame for a young Jewish 
man who abhorred hogs, to be feeding hogs for a gentile.  This 
brought him to the first step toward repentance, that is a sorrow for 
sin. The sorrow for sin led to new resolutions. He said "I will arise 
and go to my father" (Luke 15:18). He had changed his mind about 
sin. He now had rejected it and was sorry for it and realized the 
awful price he paid for the pleasure of sinning for a season. He 
changed his mind about his father and the father's house. This is the
second phase toward repentance.

In order for his repentance to be complete, however, there must 
be a "change" and "reformation" of life. The young man could have
sat there in the hog pen for the rest of his life with his sorrow and 
his new resolution and never truly repented. His repentance was 
complete, when Jesus says "and he arose and came to his father" 
(Luke 15:20).

Here we see illustrated in this story the three elements of 
repentance: a change of mind caused by a sorrow for sin which in
turn led to a reformation of life.

II.  WHAT REPENTANCE IS NOT

Having seen by definition and illustration what repentance is, 
we now turn to the negative side to further understand repentance 
by showing what it is not.

A. Repentance Should NOT be Confused with Sorrow. 



Paul clearly states, "For the sorrow that is according to the will 
of God produces a repentance without regret, leading to salvation" 
(2 Corinthians. 7:10).

 He also says "I now rejoice, not that you were made sorrowful, 
but that you were made sorrowful to the point of repentance" (2 
Corinthians. 7:9). 

A sorrow for sin is a definite antecedent or motive that leads to 
repentance, but it in itself is not repentance. They are related like 
cause and effect The effect is the change of mind, the cause is the 
sorrow for sin. One may be sorry for the consequences of sin 
without being sorry for the sin itself. Most prisoners are sorry for 
their sins — sorry they were caught! Only when one is genuinely 
sorry for the sin itself, regardless of the consequences, will this 
sorrow lead to a forsaking of the sin.

B.  Repentance Is Distinct from Reformation. 

In Matthew 3:8 (NASB), John told the Pharisees "8  "Therefore
bear fruit in keeping with repentance.”  He was calling on them to 
show by their changed life and righteous deeds, that they had truly
repented. This reformation of life is a result of repentance, not the 
repentance itself. It would be possible for a man to reform or even 
quit doing some evil things, without repenting of them. A person 
may quit drinking to keep from dying without truly repenting of the
sin of drunkenness. Circumstances may lead a person to change his 
or her actions when there has been no true change of mind in 
respect to the sinful life. 

Reformation then, is the fruit of repentance.

C.  Repentance Should NOT Be Confused With Fear.

It is true that fear of judgment is one motive that, leads to 
repentance. Fear alone, however, is not repentance.

When Paul preached to Felix, in Acts 24:26, he reasoned of 
righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come. When Felix 
heard Paul describe righteousness, which he, Felix, did not have, 
self-control, which he did not exercise, and the judgment, for which



he was not prepared, he was terrified. He answered, "25Go away 
for the present, and when I find time I will summon you." 
(Acts 24:25 NASB). After Paul had left, and his fear had subsided, 
Felix gave no evidence of a change of mind or a reformation of life.
To make one's mind at some future time is not repentance, but a 
determination to continue in sin!

Many people thinking they were dying have fearfully and 
tearfully claimed to have repented, but upon recovery, very few 
ever exhibit a life that would indicate they had repented. 

Fear is not repentance.

III.  Motives which lead to repentance.

The scriptures teach that there are certain motives, "activating 
forces” that move a person to repentance. The first and perhaps the 
most important motive that leads a person to repentance is:

A. The goodness or love of God. 
Paul writes in Romans 2:2-4 (NASB) And we know that the 

judgment of God rightly falls upon those who practice such things. 
3  But do you suppose this, O man, when you pass judgment on 
those who practice such things and do the same yourself, that you 

will escape the judgment of God? 4  Or do you think lightly of the 
riches of His kindness and tolerance and patience, not knowing 
that the kindness of God leads you to repentance? 

John reminds us in 1 John 4:19 (NASB) We love, because He 
first loved us. 

The greatest motivating power in the world is love. It was love 
that sent Jesus to earth to make possible man's salvation, When a 
person fully understands the love of God and of Christ. that was 
demonstrated at Calvary, this becomes the moving force to bring 
him or her to repentance.

B.  Sorrow for sin. 



We learn from2 Corinthians 7:10 (NASB) 10  For the sorrow 
that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without 
regret, leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces 
death. 

When a person realizes how sin hurts God, his or her loved 
ones, and friends; when he or she recognizes what sin does to 
himself, he's sorry! This leads him to repent.

Paul reminds us also in this scripture, that there are two kinds 
of sorrow: one godly, and the other worldly. The former brings 
salvation but the latter brings death.

Peter and Judas illustrate these two kinds of sorrow. Both men 
had sinned against their Master. When Peter fully realized his sin 
by the look of the Master and the crowing of the cock, the Bible 
says Matthew 26:75 (NASB)  And he went out and wept bitterly.

However, on the resurrection morning, Peter was the first 
Apostle to enter the empty tomb. For the rest of his life, he 
continued to follow the steps of the Master. His change of mind 
was genuine because it lead to a change in his life. He came 
humbly back to the Master. There Christ forgave him and sent him 
out to preach.

Judas betrayed the Master. However, by morning, he realized 
the gravity of his action. The Bible says that he felt remorse: 
Matthew 27:3-4 (NASB) Then when Judas, who had betrayed 
Him, saw that He had been condemned, he felt remorse and 
returned the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and elders, 
4  saying, "I have sinned by betraying innocent blood." 

We can see from this that Judas had changed his mind. It would 
certainly indicate a sorrow for his sin. His repentance, though, was 
not genuine. The word for the repentance of Judas is not 
"metanoeō;" it is the Greek word, "metamelomai," which means a 
feeling of concern or regret. This feeling of regret may result in 
repentance or it may degenerate into mere remorse. Judas was sorry
for what was happening to the Master. He evidently had not 
planned for Him to be condemned. He was sorry that his plans had 
gone awry. He does not seem to have been sorry for the sin itself, 
because he did not return to the Master to ask for forgiveness and 
salvation!  Instead he obtained a rope and hanged himself.



Peter had a godly sorrow for sin. It brought him salvation, 
Judas' sorrow was the worldly kind that led to death.

C.  Fear of judgment.

When Paul addressed the philosophers on Mars Hill in Athens, 
he reminded them that before Christ came, God had overlooked 
their ignorance, but now that Christ had come and salvation was 

available to all men, he said that God Acts 17:30 (NASB) 30

 having overlooked the times of ignorance, God is now declaring to
men that all people everywhere should repent.

The motive that he gives to move them to repentance is the 
prospect of the judgment of God. He said, Acts 17:31 (NASB)
 because He has fixed a day in which He will judge the world in 
righteousness through a Man whom He has appointed, having 
furnished proof to all men by raising Him from the dead." 

The fear of judgment is not really the highest motive for 
repentance but sometimes it is very effective. Often the heart 
becomes so encrusted with sin that it takes the heavy artillery of 
God's judgment to blast it away so that the love of God may reach 
the heart.

It is likely in most cases that God uses all three motives to bring
man to repentance.

IV.   Restitution And Its Relationship To Repentance

Restitution is the act of making amends for the wrongs one has 
done. The Bible indicates that once a person has repented that he or
she should try to correct or amend as far as humanly possible the 
wrong he has done.  We have the word of the Lord on this:
Leviticus 6:1-7 (NASB) 
1  Then the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, 2  "When a person sins 
and acts unfaithfully against the LORD, and deceives his 
companion in regard to a deposit or a security entrusted to him, or 

through robbery, or if he has extorted from his companion, 3  or 
has found what was lost and lied about it and sworn falsely, so that



he sins in regard to any one of the things a man may do; 4  then it 
shall be, when he sins and becomes guilty, that he shall restore 
what he took by robbery or what he got by extortion, or the deposit 

which was entrusted to him or the lost thing which he found, 5  or 
anything about which he swore falsely; he shall make restitution 
for it in full and add to it one-fifth more. He shall give it to the one 

to whom it belongs on the day he presents his guilt offering. 6

 "Then he shall bring to the priest his guilt offering to the LORD, a 
ram without defect from the flock, according to your valuation, for 

a guilt offering, 7  and the priest shall make atonement for him 
before the LORD, and he will be forgiven for any one of the things 
which he may have done to incur guilt." 

John told the Pharisees, who came to hear him preach to 
Matthew 3:8 (GW) do those things that prove you have turned to 
God and have changed the way you think and act.  John insisted 
that there must be some evidence or "fruit" that would indicate a 
change in thinking and action. 

When Paul spoke with King Agrippa, he said: Acts 26:20 (GW)
I spread the message that I first told to the {Jewish} people in 
Damascus and Jerusalem and throughout the whole country of 
Judea. I spread the same message to non-Jewish people. Both 
groups were expected to change the way they thought and acted 
and to turn to God. I told them to do things that prove they had 
changed their lives. 

Zacchaeus understood this principle of restitution. After his 
encounter with the Master, he said to the Lord Luke 19:8 (GW) 
Lord, I'll give half of my property to the poor. I'll pay four times as 
much as I owe to those I have cheated in any way. 

When Jesus heard this and saw the evidence of repentance he 
said Luke 19:9-10 (GW) to Zacchaeus, “You and your family 
have been saved today. You've shown that you, too, are one of 
Abraham's descendants. 10  Indeed, the Son of Man has come to 
seek and to save people who are lost.” 

V.  The Necessity of Repentance



When Jesus gave the Great Commission, He said that 
"repentance for forgiveness of sins would be proclaimed in His 
name to all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem." (Luke 24:47).

Jesus told the Jews "unless you repent, you will all likewise 
perish." (Luke 13:3) 

Paul informed the philosophers of Athens that God at one time 
had overlooked their ignorance and idolatry.  "Therefore having 
overlooked the times of ignorance, God is now declaring to men 
that all people everywhere should repent" (Acts 17:30). 

Repentance is so important that it is one of the primary acts 
which stands between man and destruction. One of the reasons for 
God's long suffering and patience with man is that He is not willing
that any should perish, but that all repent and be saved. (2 Peter 
3:9).

A.  Repentance, Necessary For The Alien Sinner. 

What do I mean by “alien sinner?”  An alien sinner is a person 
who is amenable to the law of Christ (this would not include the 
unaccountable, such as, infants and the mentally retarded). The 
sinner is an “alien” because he has been “alienated” or “separated” 
from God.  And this person is a “sinner” because he has 
transgressed or sinned against the law of Christ.  A person who is 
outside of Christ and His church is not a Christian.  Colossians 
1:21 (NASB) And although you were formerly alienated and 
hostile in mind, engaged in evil deeds, (see: Colossians 1:21-23;  
2 Thessalonians 1:9; John 3:4; 2 Thessalonians 1:7-9;  Isaiah 59:1-
2)

The great purpose of the Gospel is to save mankind from sin, 
but before it will save him or her, their heart must be purified from 
sin. Acts 2:38 tells us that this is accomplished when individuals 
responding from faith, repent and forsake sin and are baptized into
Christ.  God has only promised to forgive men or women when 
they are willing to repent and forsake his sins. 

Repentance is not a blind feeling or impulse.  It implies 
knowledge, faith, thought; perhaps a mental struggle, and turning 
of the will, with the whole nature as a consequence, toward God.



Before an alien sinner can claim the promise of salvation he 
must, through faith, repent and obey the Gospel. Peter confirms this
in I Peter 1:22, where he states that souls are purified through 
"obedience to the truth.”

B.  Repentance Is Essential For The Christian. 

What does a Christian do to obtain forgiveness of sin after he 
has come into Christ? Peter answers this question in the 8th
chapter of Acts. Simon had believed in Christ and had been
baptized into Christ However, temptation became too strong
for him and he sinned. After rebuking him severely, for his
sin, Peter tells him how to obtain forgiveness. He said Acts 8:22 
(NASB) Therefore repent of this wickedness of yours, and pray the 
Lord that, if possible, the intention of your heart may be forgiven 
you. 
 Two steps then are necessary: repentance and pray for forgiveness. 
It is evident that to pray without repentance would be a useless 
exercise. But prayer, coupled with repentance will save from sin.

It should be noted that the “Sinner's Prayer” for the alien sinner 
is insufficient for salvation.

The immersed Christian's sins are covered prior to immersion 
and for all time in the future, provided we recognize two facts:
1 John 2:1 (NASB) My little children, I am writing these things to 
you so that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an 
Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; 
1 John 1:9 (NASB) If we confess our sins, He is faithful and 
righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness. 

VI.  Some Hindrances To Repentance

A. Pride Hinders Repentance.

Stephen severely rebuked the Sanhedrin just before they stoned 
him by saying, "You men who are stiff-necked and uncircumcised in



heart and ears are always resisting the Holy Spirit; you are doing 
just as your fathers did." (Acts 7:51). 

Mankind is naturally proud.  It is difficult for any person to 
acknowledge that he or she has sinned or done wrong. Pride 
prompts one to cling to things that are wrong rather than admitting 
his or her sin and weakness.

Jesus said, "Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and 
become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven." 
(Matthew 18:8). It takes true moral heroism to humbly admit 
wrongs and forsake them. 

Humility is truly a priceless virtue! It took considerable humility
for the prodigal to "swallow his pride,"go back home, and admit to 
his father and his older brother, that he had sinned. 

Many will be lost in eternity because pride hindered their 
repentance!

B.  Sinful Desires Hinder Repentance.

The necessary consequence of repentance, involving the giving 
up of sensual gratifications, appetites, sordid pleasures, lust, gross 
forms of sin, all must be subdued or given up. 

Here is a surrender many can not make. The drunkard may 
weep over his sin, yet his burning appetite keeps him from the 
deliberate purpose to abandon his habits of dissipation.  

Sorrow suggests repentance, but appetite makes a powerful 
counter appeal, and the person hesitates and is lost.

C. Procrastination Hinders Repentance.

This, sadly, is perhaps one of the greatest hindrances to 
repentance.   Many people come to the end of life without 
repentance not because they intended to but, like Felix, were 
always looking for a convenient season. 

The scriptures warn against this over and over, and this has been
discussed in this study. God has told the sinful world, in no 
uncertain terms, to repent (Mark 6:12; Luke 24:47; Acts 3:19; 
17:30). To repent means to change your mind from embrace of sin 



and rejection of Christ to rejection of sin and embrace of Christ. 
Those who refuse to repent and turn to Christ in faith will suffer 
eternal consequences. Given the fact of hell, mankind in his sin is 
in a dire situation. Why would anyone delay repentance? Yet many 
do, even while admitting their sin and claiming to see their need for
salvation.

Paul quotes Isaiah 49:8 in 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NASB) "Behold, 
now is "THE ACCEPTABLE TIME," behold, now is "THE DAY OF
SALVATION"

No one knows the day he or she will die. And after death comes 
the judgment (Hebrews 9:27).  

Tragically, there is a point of no return. Romans 1:28 (GW) 
And because they thought it was worthless to acknowledge God, 
God allowed their own immoral minds to control them. So they do 
these indecent things. 

God will eventually stop trying to bring the chronically 
rebellious to repentance and give them over to their own ways.  We 
never know when this point of no return is, so the better part of 
wisdom is timely repentance.

Heaven is too wonderful, hell is too awful, and eternity is too 
long to put off repentance.

Review
Fill in the blanks.

1. McGarvey's definition of Repentance.
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________

2. Sorrow is to Repentance what ________________________ is to
________________________ 

3.  ________________________ is the fruit or result of repentance,



4.  List Three (3) hindrances to repentance.
a.  ______________________________
b.  ______________________________
c.  ______________________________
5. Paul lists two (2) kinds of sorrow in 2 Corinthians 7:10. They 
are: _____________________ and ____________________ 

6. Peter states that a Christian is to _____________________  and
 _____________________ in order to receive forgiveness. (Acts
8:22)

True-False

__ T  __ F  1. A good definition for repentance is "a sorrow for sin."

__ T  __ F  2. Restitution means to make amends for one's wrongs.

__ T  __ F  3. In the Bible, love of God is the only motive for
repentance.

__ T  __ F  4. Humility is not needed in order to repent.

__ T  __ F  5. Jeremiah indicates that repentance was the chief
message of the prophets. (Jeremiah 25:4, 5)

__ T  __ F  6. If  a immersed Christian sins, they cannot be forgiven.


