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If we want true revival,
we must rediscover repentance.
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Introduction: Do Christians need to repent?
Perhaps as you’re reading this, the following statement would be your genuine and 
deeply held conviction:

As followers of Christ living in an age of grace, we no longer need to repent once 
we’ve been converted.

You’ve come to Christ at some point in your life, repented from your old life of sin, and 
turned from darkness to light and from death to life.1 You’ve come to know the joy of a 
slate wiped clean and of a conscience sprinkled by our Saviour’s precious blood.2 You’ve 
come to rejoice in a redemption so great that it encompassed every sin in your whole 
life – past, present and future.

You’ve come on a journey from a place of guilt to a place of freedom, standing firm on 
the promise that there is no longer any condemnation to those in Christ Jesus.3 You’ve 
realised that you still sin as a Christian, but you’re on the path of sanctification, and 
you’re trusting that the One who began a good work in you is going to complete it,4

whatever your flaws and limitations. In short, you’ve come to appreciate the wonderful 
gospel message and the wonderful God behind it, and are able to affirm with the 
hymnwriter: 

Who is a pardoning God like Thee, or who has grace so rich and free? 5

Such a knowledge, rediscovered by many at the Reformation, is more precious than 
anything else we can learn in this life and should be cherished deeply. We’ve been 
drawn into a loving relationship with a Creator, Saviour and Lord who willingly took on 
the filth of our sins and gave up His life on an instrument of torture, before we ever 
knew Him or decided to follow Him – and He did this in full knowledge of all the ways 
we would hurt Him and offend His holiness, even after turning to Him. Who else in this 
world can know this wonderful freedom but a follower of Christ? If anyone should be 
free from ever needing to repent again, surely it must be us?

Yet if we look to the Bible as our authority in all things, we need to acknowledge that 
repentance is not limited to unbelievers. While Jesus and His disciples called unbelievers 
to repent and believe the gospel, they sometimes called existing believers to repent too. 
Peter called a recently baptised convert named Simon to “repent of this wickedness” 
when the former magician wished to buy the power to fill others with the Spirit.6 Paul 
rejoiced that his strong rebuke over a particular issue had made the Corinthian 
believers sorrowful “to the point of repentance,” 7 while fearing that his next visit to 
them would be painful because he might encounter some in the church who had not 
repented of past sins.8

Meanwhile, our Saviour couldn’t have been clearer when He sent messages to the seven 
churches in Revelation. He commanded five of the seven churches to repent, and gave 
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a reason for this to the Laodiceans, pointing out (like the writer to the Hebrews9) that 
disciplining and calling to repentance is His normal way of dealing with His blood-
bought church:

Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; therefore be zealous and repent.10

Christ underlined the seriousness of the situation by warning of impending judgements 
and even the removal of a church’s lampstand if His command wasn’t obeyed.11 And He 
never gives empty warnings – if Ananias and Sapphira died for lying to the Holy Spirit,12

and some of the Corinthian believers died or fell sick because of their abusing the 
Communion table,13 these churches in Revelation had some serious repenting to do. His 
command wasn’t limited to the churches which were flirting with immorality and heresy 
– even the Ephesian church, with all its endurance, discernment and good works, was 
included in the instruction to repent, and it was this church that was warned of their 
lampstand being removed. Are British churches today in better shape than those first 
century churches? Are you and I?

We rightly look back to Martin Luther as a key figurehead of the Reformation, because 
of his vivid realisation that we can’t earn our salvation but rather must rely on the grace 
of God for forgiveness. Yet this didn’t mean that he relaxed after discovering this 
wonderful, freeing truth. Rather, when he famously nailed his ninety-five theses to a 
church door in 1517, his very first thesis read as follows:

When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, “Repent,” he willed the entire life of 
believers to be one of repentance.14

Later, while Charles Spurgeon was preaching about the need for people to repent, he 
noted that repentance in a believer should actually grow in depth over time:

...we all see the guilt of sin more as we grow in grace than we do at the first. The 
value of divine grace grows with a man; as experience strengthens his judgment, 
and enlightens his heart, his true estimate of the guilt of sin will daily increase. I 
suppose that the truest repentance is that of a man who is just entering heaven. 
Therefore, the repentance which saves is not absolutely perfect or fully developed.15

It is our deeply held belief from Scripture that the believer’s road of sanctification isn’t 
simply to be marked by brief moments of confession, where we declare that He is 
faithful to forgive us of all unrighteousness16 and yet make no effort to change beyond 
our fleeting prayers of contrition. Being changed into Christ’s likeness17 doesn’t manifest 
as a mysterious work while we sleep, where we wake up each day and find we’ve 
automatically become a bit closer to our Saviour’s image.

While transformation can take place gradually over time without our realising, it also 
comes through our conscious choice to read the Scriptures prayerfully, allowing it to 
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pierce our hearts,18 and responding in repentance when the Spirit graciously convicts us 
of areas where we need to change. As legitimate sons of God we sometimes experience 
His painful discipline, and if we allow ourselves to be trained by it, we will see the fruits 
of righteousness start to blossom.19

Today, we need to rediscover the truths of repentance – not just for salvation, but for 
the whole of our lives – to give our Saviour deep pleasure, to glorify Him by our ever-
increasing transformation, and to experience the depth of revival that we all surely long 
for in our nation. Revival means repentance, and we hope and pray that by the end of 
this booklet, you’ll agree. May God grant this in its fullest measure to each one of us, for 
His pleasure and glory!

A striking scene
The sun beats down on Ben as he lies prostrate on the ground, floored by thoughts and 
feelings which fill him with a pain that he can’t escape. His beloved wife Abigail kneels 
somewhere nearby, afflicted by the same feelings and sobbing softly, but Ben is hardly 
aware of her, or of the cries of others that seem to be coming from all directions at once. 
Ben is aware of one thing, and one thing only – a vision he’s seen of a man hanging from 
a wooden cross, with his own hand still clinging to the hammer that had just secured the 
man in place.

All his life, Ben has denied or ignored the man’s existence, confident in the belief that a 
2000-year-old fraud had no connection with the Messiah his people has been waiting 
and longing for. He’s spent a lifetime trying to serve God in every way he knew how – 
weekly synagogue attendance, daily prayers, poring over sacred writings and seeking to 
conform his life to their instructions. But he’s also spent a lifetime in fear, not only of 
whether he’s done enough to enter heaven, but also of earthly threats on every side 
from those who want his people to be wiped out. He once thought that being back in 
the promised land would give him security and God’s blessing, but instead he’s 
experienced increasing trauma and dangers, and now half of his beloved Jerusalem lies 
in the hands of cruel captors.

Yet in this moment, he’s conscious of neither danger nor trauma. He pays no attention 
to his wife nearby, nor to the sounds of battle in the distance, nor to his rumbling 
stomach that reminds him he’s been fasting for days. All he can think of is the Man in 
his vision – of how he rejected Him throughout his life until this point – of how much he’s 
done to wound Him through his every word and deed – of the hammer he swung so 
freely and viciously, and the spear he used to pierce the Man’s body. Right now, it feels 
like that spear is buried deep within his own body, as thoughts seem to pierce him from 
all directions. How could he have done this, and what hope could there possibly be for 
him now?

And yet, as he looks at the Man in his vision again, Ben sees something remarkable. 
Christ’s eyes aren’t looking with condemnation. Staring at him through blood and tears 
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are eyes full of forgiveness, seeming to invite him to draw near. As trauma, conviction 
and hope mingle together, Ben’s tears water the desert sand beneath him, and he lies 
there still – a broken man, suddenly basking in the light and warmth of His Saviour’s love 
and restoration.

His cries begin to turn to whispers of adoration and then shouts of joy, and he suddenly 
becomes aware of similar sounds coming from nearby – Abigail has come through too, 
and it sounds like many around him are having the same experience. And whether real 
or imagined, Ben is sure he can hear a fountain starting to flow nearby.

One thing is certain: Ben is never, ever going to be the same. Whatever happens now in 
nearby Jerusalem, or anywhere else on the planet, here in the desert sand Ben is finally 
at peace, and he intends to keep it that way. He finally raises himself to a kneeling 
position, lifts his hands to heaven, and offers the rest of his life to the One who’s just set 
him free, determined to obey whatever He says.

In that day the LORD will defend the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and the one who is 
feeble among them in that day will be like David, and the house of David will be like 
God, like the angel of the Lord before them.

“And in that day I will set about to destroy all the nations that come against 
Jerusalem. I will pour out on the house of David and on the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem, the Spirit of grace and of supplication, so that they will look on Me 
whom they have pierced; and they will mourn for Him, as one mourns for an only 
son, and they will weep bitterly over Him like the bitter weeping over a firstborn.”

In that day there will be great mourning in Jerusalem, like the mourning of 
Hadadrimmon in the plain of Megiddo. The land will mourn, every family by itself; 
the family of the house of David by itself and their wives by themselves; the family 
of the house of Nathan by itself and their wives by themselves; the family of the 
house of Levi by itself and their wives by themselves; the family of the Shimeites by 
itself and their wives by themselves; all the families that remain, every family by 
itself and their wives by themselves.

In that day a fountain will be opened for the house of David and for the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem, for sin and for impurity. “It will come about in that day,” declares the 
LORD of hosts, “that I will cut off the names of the idols from the land, and they will 
no longer be remembered; and I will also remove the prophets and the unclean 
spirit from the land. And if anyone still prophesies, then his father and mother who 
gave birth to him will say to him, ‘You shall not live, for you have spoken falsely in 
the name of the LORD’; and his father and mother who gave birth to him will pierce 
him through when he prophesies.” 20

We will return to this story at the end!
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Revival means repentance
What does “revival” mean to you? Is it a church building filled to the brim with 
passionate worshippers, all singing joyfully at the top of their voices? Is it a feeling of 
butterflies in your stomach as you step into a place where God’s presence is tangible 
and awesome? Is it ordinary believers overflowing with love, unable to contain 
themselves as they talk about Jesus to everyone they meet?

Revival can and does result in these things. We should praise God for every time they 
occur, and should pray we’d see them in our localities. But arguably the primary 
element of revival is a less exciting and more uncomfortable prospect: a people truly 
and deeply repenting before a holy God.

The first ever revival in the church age was a case in point. As Peter preached the gospel, 
the initial result for his hearers wasn’t an ecstatic response of joy from people caught up 
in the moment, but a feeling of being “pierced to the heart” as the Spirit convicted them, 
prompting them to cry in desperation: “Brethren, what shall we do?” 21 Peter’s response 
was for them to repent – not to feel momentary conviction and then carry on as normal 
with Christ as an added extra, but to turn from their sins and undergo baptism, as a 
symbol not just of being washed from past sin but of dying to an old way of life and 
being raised to a new one.22 Three thousand people obeyed this instruction, and the 
first revival entered the history books. (Not long afterwards, the religious leaders were 
similarly pierced to the heart by Stephen’s preaching, but the conviction didn’t lead to 
repentance – rather, they chose to suppress the Spirit’s conviction.23)

In their book on great revivals, inspired in part by their own experiences, Elmer Towns 
and Douglas Porter detail some of the biggest moves of God on record. They observe 
that genuine revival often brings about heart-rending conviction of sin (including 
amongst believers) before it leads to heart-felt praise and wonder:

When most people pray for revival, they’re probably asking for a wonderful 
experience at church next Sunday at 11:00 A.M. But revival is more than a Sunday 
morning experience. When you pray for revival, you’re asking God for life-shaking 
experiences that will cost you plenty. Revival is agonizing: It so terrorizes you over 
your sin that you repent deeply. Revival is consuming: It leaves you no time for 
hobbies, for chores around the house, for work, for sleep. Revival wrecks your 
appointment calendar, interrupts TV times, demands your full attention ...

Usually when we pray for revival, we’re thinking about the bad guys, and we’re 
telling God to “sic ‘em.” Little do we realize that revival begins with us, the people of 
God. As a matter of fact, we’ve got a suggestion for those who want revival: Don’t 
pray for revival. Just repent of all known sin, do everything you’re supposed to do, 
give God all – not part, but all – your time, and you’ll experience revival. If you need 
some inspiration for such repentance, we know of no better place to find it than in 
the records of earlier revivals.” 24
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As an example of this, they describe the beginning of the 1970 revival in Asbury College 
(a Christian university), and how it continued:

Suddenly a lone student rose and walked to the pulpit, weeping, to confess sins. 
The microphone and pulpit lights were off, but God was there. That student’s 
passionate repentance captured the attention of those who were still in the 
auditorium. Someone began singing. Someone else ran to play the piano – softly, 
so as not to interrupt the sacred sound of tears. People dropped to their knees 
beside the altar and front pews. Shortly, another broken person approached the 
pulpit to confess sins. Soon there were others. After two hours, frantic phone calls 
went out to the pastor and deacons: “Revival’s hit the church!”

Like the tide that ebbs and flows, the intensity of the experience came in waves. 
There were louder times when people were publicly confessing their sins, then 
quieter times of soft weeping and private prayer around the altar.25

The famed Hebrides Revival began in 1949 in response to fervent prayer by two women 
in their eighties and then by seven men. But the moment when things finally began to 
stir was during one of those men’s prayer times, when a young deacon read some 
penetrating words of Scripture:

Who may ascend into the hill of the LORD? And who may stand in His holy place?  
He who has clean hands and a pure heart, who has not lifted up his soul to 
falsehood and has not sworn deceitfully.26

Having shared this Scripture with the others, he is quoted as saying: “It seems to me so 
much humbug to be waiting and to be praying, when we ourselves are not rightly 
related to God.” He then prayed: “O God, are my hands clean? Is my heart pure?” He got 
no further with his prayer, as he was gripped by the Spirit’s power and fell to the ground. 
God began His revival work with that group of already devout men, and not long after 
this, hundreds flocked to churches on the islands, often drawn by an inexplicable and 
irresistible force. These were believers and unbelievers alike, as one eyewitness 
described afterwards:

The awful presence of God brought a wave of conviction of sin that caused even 
mature Christians to feel their sinfulness, bringing groans of distress and prayers 
of repentance from the unconverted. Strong men were bowed down under the 
weight of sin, and cries for mercy were mingled with shouts of joy from others who 
had passed into life.27

Is this the revival you desire? Is this the awakening you’re pursuing? Are you prepared to 
be gripped by a fresh and deeper awareness of your sin and of God’s holiness, and to 
repent of deep-rooted sins which you previously missed or ignored but which the Spirit 
makes you aware of? If we as believers are not prepared to go through a fresh purifying 
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experience ourselves, can we expect God to move in power upon the unbelievers 
around us?

It's hard to imagine revival hitting the city of Laodicea while the church there remained 
in a state of lukewarm mediocrity28 – and lukewarm mediocrity could describe some of 
our hearts and churches today. Did the Laodiceans heed Christ’s stinging rebuke of their 
spiritual poverty, take seriously His warning of being spat out of His mouth, and 
zealously repent? He promised to make them spiritually rich if they did so. What riches 
might He grant to us, in revived churches and revived communities, if we will do the 
same?

What repentance really is
Like other elements of Christian jargon, “repent” is a word we can easily use without 
truly appreciating its meaning. We may avoid using it with unbelievers, out of concern 
that they’ll be confused by an unfamiliar word (or sometimes, if we’re honest, out of fear 
that they’ll be offended). But could we as the church of Christ be confused by this word 
ourselves? And if we are, can we hope to call unbelievers to repentance clearly and 
effectively?

Several words in the Bible’s original languages are translated into the English word 
“repent”. When Job repented “in dust and ashes”,29 the Hebrew word used is nacham – 
describing a sighing, and by implication, a feeling of being sorry. There is no doubt that 
Job was genuinely contrite as he received God’s piercing rebuke. Yet contrition is only a 
part of true repentance.

The usual Greek word used in the New Testament is metanoeo, which describes a 
change of mind where one thinks differently to how one thought before about 
something. This would suggest that a person hasn’t simply felt sorry and sighed over his 
condition momentarily; rather, he has now had a change of attitude where he sees the 
whole thing from a new perspective – a perspective where he now agrees with how God 
sees a particular sin, and he no longer wants to continue in it. One would hope this 
change of mind would lead to a new way of living, but this may not be the case. A person 
can come to see a situation differently, but not have the will, courage or strength to 
make a change to their practice in that area. Is such a change of mind without a change 
of behaviour to be counted as repentance?

Back in the Old Testament, a common Hebrew word used for repenting is shub, which 
means turning back. It’s sometimes used to describe a person returning to somewhere 
they had been before, but it can also refer to a person turning back from a wrong way 
of behaving. Samuel called his people to return to the Lord wholeheartedly by changing 
their behaviour (removing other gods and serving the Lord alone);30 later, Jeremiah 
grieved before God because his people refused to turn back from their sin.31 Meanwhile, 
the promise was given by Isaiah that anyone who returned to God by forsaking their 
wrong ways would find full and free forgiveness:



10

 Seek the Lord while He may be found; call upon Him while He is near.  Let the wicked 
forsake his way and the unrighteous man his thoughts; and let him return to the 
Lord, and He will have compassion on him, and to our God, for He will abundantly 
pardon.32

We can therefore describe repentance as a decision to turn around, like a driver 
deciding to do a U-turn. He may realise he’s going in the wrong direction but be content 
with it – later, he may decide he does need to change direction after all, and still do 
nothing about this – but repentance would be his actual decision to turn around, and 
would be demonstrated by his following through with that decision as he physically 
executes a U-turn.

When children keep doing the same thing wrong and then say sorry, parents sometimes 
say they need to show they’re sorry by changing. An old children’s hymn puts it this way:

Repentance is to leave the sins we loved before 
And show that we in earnest grieve by doing so no more.33

That’s why John the Baptist had strong words for some of those who seemed on the 
outside to be responding to his message:

But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he 
said to them, “You brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to 
come?  Therefore bear fruit in keeping with repentance; and do not suppose that 
you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham for our father’; for I say to you that 
from these stones God is able to raise up children to Abraham. The axe is already 
laid at the root of the trees; therefore every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut 
down and thrown into the fire.” 34

John knew that it was possible for someone to profess a desire for forgiveness, and yet 
have no intention of changing. How would it be possible to distinguish such a person 
from one who was genuine? The answer was simple: look for the fruit of repentance in 
the person’s life. Someone may label a tree as an apple tree, but the proof only comes 
when it starts to bear apples…or starts to bear something else instead!

So John told the Pharisees that rather than simply being baptised in a one-off moment 
of religious fervour or of following the crowd, they needed to demonstrate their 
repentance by their actions afterwards. Otherwise, their baptism would be shown up as 
an empty symbol – an apparent washing from sin that they hadn’t really undergone 
inside. And as with the churches in Revelation, these apparently holy men were warned 
of severe consequences if they didn’t heed the instruction to repent.

Are there fruits of repentance in your life? Are they visible to others? Are they old fruits 
from when you initially repented long ago, or is there also some fresh fruit from more 
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recent repentance as the Spirit through Scripture has shown you further areas for 
change? Have recent times of conviction led to fully ripened fruits of repentance, or 
have you experienced year after year of underwhelming growth because your response 
to conviction was half-hearted?

In saying this, we wouldn’t wish to suggest that believers should spend their lives 
constantly examining themselves and despairing at their wretchedness – that would be 
to deny the wonder and power of the gospel! But it is also denying the wonder and 
power of the gospel if we go through our Christian lives largely unchanged from year to 
year. God looks for fruit from His children – a fruit not only of service to Him, but also of 
increasingly reflecting Him as we turn from our fallen human character to His perfect 
character.35 Is that what we want, and is it what’s happening in our lives?

As followers of Christ, we can sometimes feel His voice calling us to change in a 
particular area as He leads us on the road of sanctification, and we may respond in that 
moment. We may feel bad at how we’ve let our Lord down, and frustrated that we keep 
stumbling in that area. We may pray for help to change, and may resolve to do better. 
But sometimes we find ourselves in the same place soon afterwards, stuck in a 
repeating cycle of failure. It’s not for lack of conviction on the Spirit’s part, or for lack of 
confession on our part – but biblical repentance with its fruits of continued change 
hasn’t taken place. Something deeper is needed – and to gain it, we need to desire it and 
pursue it.

Desiring repentance
While some may have a morbid attraction to self-loathing, most of us probably don’t 
think of repentance as the most attractive activity to engage in. We’d much rather put 
on some uplifting worship music, proclaim our most treasured Bible promises, or listen 
to our favourite encouraging preacher online.

All of those can be helpful as part of a balanced Christian life – but like any balanced 
diet, it’s sometimes the least exciting elements which can hold the most blessing. Few 
children need to be persuaded to eat chocolate, but many have to be persuaded to eat 
vegetables, despite vegetables being far more beneficial. Parents therefore extol 
vegetables’ benefits for health and growth in order to motivate children to eat what they 
might otherwise pass over. 

Of course, a parent’s instruction to eat vegetables should be enough for the child to 
obey, and our Father’s instructions about repentance in Scripture should be enough for 
us to obey too. If we acknowledge God’s authority to command us, and if we have a 
godly fear of His judgements, we will engage in this and any other practice He calls us 
to, regardless of our personal opinion about it. But it’s far better to do something from 
positive motivation, out of a desire for the benefits that will flow from doing it, rather 
than out of fear of the consequences if we do nothing. So what things might we desire 
that would motivate us to pursue repentance?
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1) Desiring to please our Redeemer
Above any other motivation, we should pursue repentance because we want to please 
the One we love and want to avoid anything that could hurt Him. We are blood-bought 
individuals in a covenant relationship with Christ, but that doesn’t mean the sins we 
commit are no longer offensive to Him.

In the Old Testament, we see that God was too awesome for Moses to see His face, too 
pure for Uzzah to touch His ark, and too holy for Aaron to enter His presence freely.36 As 
New Testament believers, we are privileged to be able to enter His presence freely 
because we are now in Christ – but the terrible price Christ had to pay reminds us that 
sin is still offensive to God, and as those who are now aware of that, we should want to 
flee from sin as much as possible.

 What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? May 
it never be! How shall we who died to sin still live in it?37

Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, 
whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you have been 
bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body.38

Having been redeemed at such great cost, it should now be our desire to flee from 
anything which might hurt or offend our Redeemer. In the hours before His death, 
Christ Himself made clear to His disciples that love for Him should be a primary reason 
for obedience, making this statement three times for emphasis: 

If you love Me, you will keep My commandments… 
If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word… 
He who has My commandments and keeps them is the one who loves Me…39

The Song of Solomon’s beautiful description of the heights of human love is also a vivid 
illustration of the relationship between Christ and His bride the church.40 Christ our 
Bridegroom has loved us, given Himself up for us, cleansed us and now nourishes us, 
having committed Himself to us in a one-flesh relationship that human marriage is just 
a shadow of. Like the woman in the Song of Solomon, we should want to give ourselves 
fully to Him in every way – and we should be stirred to put things right when we 
recognise any way in which we have grieved Him.41 The New Testament makes clear that 
believers can grieve and quench His Spirit,42 which should be a scenario that we shun 
like the plague!

One day soon, each of us will find ourselves standing before our Bridegroom. Ephesians 
5 reminds us that He’s bought us in order to present us to Himself as a spotless bride – 
but in Revelation, as it looks forward to that wonderful presentation, it says that the 
bride has “made herself ready.” 43 We have a part to play in the heavenly marriage 
preparations!
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When a woman accepts her lover’s proposal, she doesn’t sit back and do nothing to get 
ready, taking advantage of her fiancé’s love and tolerance, and planning to turn up for 
her wedding day in her pyjamas. Rather, she spends significant amounts of time, money 
and effort making herself as beautiful as possible for the wedding day – partly for the 
assembled crowd of witnesses, but most of all for her fiancé to gasp in delight when he 
sees her. In Esther’s day, candidates to become the new queen went through a year-
long process of beautification for just one night with the king.44 What a King and 
Bridegroom we are preparing ourselves for!

Of course, our own righteousness is worthless, and we can never beautify ourselves on 
our own – in Revelation, the bride wears clothes of righteousness that have been given 
to her by the Lord45 – but she has to make herself ready by putting those clothes on! Do 
we realise how much Christ is longing to beautify us for Himself, and how much He 
longs for us to cooperate with Him? Will we embrace repentance and sanctification to 
play our part in these heavenly preparations?

 Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will 
be. We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him 
just as He is.  And everyone who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just as 
He is pure.46

2) Desiring the blessings of close fellowship
We can also be motivated by the benefits for us that flow from genuine repentance. A 
closer relationship with Him is available to us now, with all the blessings that come from 
that, if we purify ourselves.

After Jesus spoke the words quoted earlier about obeying Him out of love, He went on 
to speak of His obedient and loving followers abiding in the vine – a vine in which the 
branches must be pruned in order to remain and be more fruitful. Therefore if we are 
submitting fully to the pruning work as obedient branches, we can experience full 
communion with Christ our Vine, and receive the sap flowing graciously from Him so we 
can produce the fruit that the Gardener desires.47

It is a very precious thing to have close, unhindered fellowship with our Saviour on a 
day-to-day basis. Those who grieve Christ’s Spirit may feel a distance between Him and 
them, like the woman in the Song of Solomon when she briefly snubbed her lover.48 But 
if we are responsive to His Spirit and diligently address the sins He highlights, we can 
walk with Him knowing there is nothing between us, and can experience the joy which 
comes from a clean conscience (rather than the guilt of knowing we’re still clinging to 
sin).

The Psalmist observed that sin can hinder our prayers and relationship with God if not 
repented of, saying: “ If I regard wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear.” 49 King 
Saul experienced this after his rebellion against God’s instructions. Tragically, as he 
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never repented, he found that God no longer answered him as he desperately sought 
guidance before the battle which took his life.

His successor King David also felt the pain of guilt and a strained relationship with God, 
but he went on to repent and regained the joy of God’s salvation. Looking back on that 
painful experience later, David reflected:

 When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away through my groaning all day 
long.  For day and night Your hand was heavy upon me; my vitality was drained 
away as with the fever heat of summer.  I acknowledged my sin to You, and my 
iniquity I did not hide; I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord”; and You 
forgave the guilt of my sin.50

One writer commented on this, warning of the dangers of believers being like David in 
his period of guilt and struggle:

The problem wasn’t merely the sin he committed but the fact that he failed to 
repent. He kept quiet about his sin. He suppressed it. He shoved it deep down 
inside, thinking it gone for good. He ignored the tug on his heart. He denied the 
pain in his conscience. He numbed his soul to the persistent pangs of conviction ... 
If you bottle up sin in your soul, it will eventually leak out like acid and eat away at 
your bones. Unconfessed, unrepentant sin is like a festering sore. You can ignore it 
for a while, but not forever.51

The hymnwriter Joseph Scriven observed: “O what peace we often forfeit, O what 
needless pain we bear, all because we do not carry everything to God in prayer!” 52 But 
do we also forfeit peace and other blessings that we are meant to experience in 
abundance as believers, because we try to suppress the Spirit’s gentle voice of 
conviction in our hearts?

3) Desiring to have an impact on others
Thinking beyond ourselves, what are the potential benefits for others if we repent? 
While it’s easy to think that many of our sins are victimless, if we consider how our sins 
affect others indirectly, it will motivate us to seek God earnestly for the ability to repent. 
We praise God for His forgiveness, and that we don’t need to walk in condemnation – 
but reflecting on our failures towards others at times will drive us to the throne of grace, 
both for forgiveness and for the ability to truly change for the better.

How might those around us have been impacted if we had been more diligent in prayer, 
Bible study and our own spiritual growth? What bad examples have we set for others 
which might otherwise have been good ones if we had practised true repentance? How 
might we have witnessed better to others if we had been truly freed from the fear of 
man, and if we had exhibited the completely transformed life that witnesses louder 
than words? 
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And besides the individuals we know personally, how might our nation be changed if 
God’s people engage in biblical repentance? Within Intercessors For Britain, we 
sometimes think of a promise made by God to King Solomon, where God said that if He 
brought judgements on His people, there was one sure-fire solution to reverse it:

… [if] My people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray and seek 
My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive 
their sin and will heal their land.53

We recognise that this promise was given in the Old Testament to the theocratic nation 
of Israel as the people of God, and that it can’t be applied automatically to secular 
Gentile nations today. However, Old Testament passages such as these were given for 
our instruction,54 and we can draw valuable lessons from them about God’s unchanging 
character. If collective repentance by God’s people could lead to Him pouring out a 
blessing on the place they lived, what might God be willing to do within the UK if His 
followers do the same today, even if small in number within the nation? If God was 
willing to spare Sodom and Gomorrah if He found just ten righteous people there,55

what blessings might He grant in our nation and localities if those of us who know Him 
make righteousness and purity our goal?

As Joel asked when calling God’s people back to such a practice in the face of  increasing 
judgement, “who knows” what God might do within our nation in response, even if at 
first the number of repentant ones is small?

 “Yet even now,” declares the Lord, “return to Me with all your heart, and with 
fasting, weeping and mourning;  and rend your heart and not your garments.” Now 
return to the Lord your God, for He is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, 
abounding in lovingkindness and relenting of evil. Who knows whether He will not 
turn and relent and leave a blessing behind Him, even a grain offering and a drink 
offering for the Lord your God? 56

Pursuing repentance
As followers of Christ, the things we desire to see and experience often have to be 
pursued. While God is at work in us in a way that goes beyond our understanding, the 
New Testament reminds us on many occasions that we are to pursue things actively 
ourselves, rather than waiting for a heavenly travelator to move us effortlessly to our 
destination. Perhaps the best summary of this mystery of God’s work and ours, even if 
we can’t fully comprehend how the two parts fit together, can be found in Paul’s letter 
to the Philippians:

 So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, 
but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and 
trembling;  for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good 
pleasure.57



16

God intends the pursuit of godly goals to be a key part of every believer’s life while He 
works things in them. The Roman believers were told to pursue “the things which make 
for peace and the building up of one another;” the Corinthians were told to pursue love 
and also spiritual gifts.58 Timothy was told to flee from greed, lust and pointless debates, 
and instead to pursue “righteousness, godliness, faith, love, perseverance and 
gentleness.” 59 Paul pointed the Philippians to his own example, as he laid aside past 
things and reached forward to things of the future, determined to gain the prize of 
God’s upward call.60

If we are to press on towards godly goals, we will need to be disciplined. Paul told 
Timothy to “discipline" himself for the purpose of godliness, and to “take pains" with 
things so that everyone would see the progress he had made.61 While we can’t achieve 
righteousness by striving in our own strength, the determined pursuit of godliness is 
biblical and requires our prayerful effort.

When it comes to pursuing godliness through repentance, we need to make a deliberate 
choice to set aside time and space for it. We need to take time to read God’s word, 
meditate on it, and let it shine a light in the depths of our hearts. We should fast at times 
to humble ourselves and show that we mean business with God, putting our faith in 
Him that He will respond as we do so. It’s also good to form the habit of writing things 
down when we feel God speaking to us, so we don’t quickly forget the things He’s 
challenged us over, and can revisit the notes later to see if we’ve addressed the issues.

And as we pursue repentance and the blessings that lie on the other side of it, we must 
acknowledge that this is a gift which ultimately comes from God, the One who gives all 
good things to us and works all good things in us.

 He is the one whom God exalted to His right hand as a Prince and a Savior, to grant 
repentance to Israel, and forgiveness of sins.62

…with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant 
them repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth…63

Therefore, as we pursue repentance, we must begin by asking God to grant it to us in 
greater measure – to soften our hard hearts, humble our proud attitudes, and plant 
within us a deep desire to be holy. As God has called us to “be holy as I am holy,” 64 we 
can be sure He’ll delight to answer any genuine prayer in that direction, particularly if 
we are persistent in prayer and refuse to give up! 65

Repentance in practice
Having prayed for God’s Spirit to work repentance in our hearts, and having put our 
faith in Him to aid us, how are we to cultivate repentance for ourselves? Like many 
others before us, we can turn to David’s example for inspiration – chiefly in his great 
prayer of repentance in Psalm 51, and also from other Scriptures. As we walk through 
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the example he set, we should keep in mind the depth of sin this godly man fell into, and 
the depth of joy and relief this murderer and adulterer experienced when he got right 
with God.

1) Give God access to your heart and invite His examination
David knew that God wanted to do far more than a surface work in his heart. As he 
repented of his clear and ultimately public sins, he acknowledged God’s desire to do a 
work of cleansing deep within him where nobody else could see:

Behold, You desire truth in the innermost being, and in the hidden part You will 
make me know wisdom.66

David began Psalm 139 with the recognition that God had searched him and known 
him, and was “intimately acquainted” with all his ways. God already knew everything 
about him – even the sins in the deepest recesses of his heart, which he himself was 
unaware of, and which would have shown up this apparently righteous man as deeply 
flawed. Yet despite knowing that this heavenly examination had already taken place, he 
finished the psalm with an open invitation for God to examine him:

Search me, O God, and know my heart; try me and know my anxious thoughts; and 
see if there be any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the everlasting way.67

David had understood a key truth: while God works sovereignly and has the power to 
do whatever He pleases, He also looks for us to invite His work within our hearts and 
lives. God knows all that’s within us, and yet He wants us to seek His examination – to 
throw open the door to our hearts, give Him unhindered access, and usher Him inside 
to get to work.

That may take some courage! The Bible identifies our hearts as being “more deceitful 
than all else” and “desperately sick”.68 Like a web of interconnected tunnels, God’s 
searching may uncover deep-rooted and interconnected issues that we hadn’t 
recognised and that we find uncomfortable to face. Scripture is “sharper than any two-
edged sword” and pierces deep within us to sift our thoughts and motives.69 Our 
natural, default response will be to avoid anything that pierces us! But if we keep in 
mind the great fruit, peace and blessing that’s waiting on the other side, we can willingly 
embrace the cost. Let’s throw open the door to our hearts, and ask God to begin His 
deep clean!

2) Dwell on God’s holiness and His grief over your sin
Given that David’s great sin had taken Uriah’s life, devastated Bathsheba’s and 
jeopardised the nation’s, it’s striking that David only had one victim in view in his psalm 
of repentance:

Against You, You only, I have sinned and done what is evil in Your sight…70
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However much our sins can affect others’ lives, even to the point of murder, the offence 
to God is greater. This doesn’t mean we can ignore any hurt we’ve done to others, but 
our focus (as in every situation) must be heavenward first and foremost.

…face to face with God, he sees nothing else, no one else, can think of nothing else, 
but His presence forgotten, His holiness outraged, His love scorned.71

The more we see how seriously God takes sin, the more we will take it seriously 
ourselves. So if we feel a bit apathetic about our misdeeds, we need to look upwards. 
Dwelling on God’s holiness as revealed in Scripture – and revealed most of all by the 
necessity for the cross – will help us to grieve over how offensive our sin is in God's sight, 
and prepare the way for a changed heart.

3) Be honest and explicit about your sin and culpability
Nobody who was in denial ever genuinely repented. Change is only possible when there 
is a full recognition of what has been done wrong. So the more we acknowledge our 
wrongs, the more we will be able to turn from them.

Having been challenged by God, David didn’t attempt to hide from his sin or to play it 
down with excuses. He said that his sin was “ever before” him, and specifically named 
“bloodguiltiness” as the charge he was guilty of.72 He could have argued that he didn’t 
technically kill Uriah himself; he could have laid some of the blame at Bathsheba’s door; 
he could have made excuses about the strain he was under as king or about the power 
of his natural sexual desires. But he didn’t. Instead, he kept referring to his sin with 
personal pronouns, and made it explicit, blaming only himself. In doing so, he put 
himself in a place of humility where God could work.

You’ve got to take [your sin] out of the dark place when the Holy Spirit shines the 
light, and bring it out and look at it. This is what it is – this is what has been causing 
the problem… Look it square in the face; state it clearly; no evasions! Boy, Satan will 
fight to keep you from doing that.73

4) Dwell on God’s boundless forgiveness and receive it afresh
It would have been easy for David to give up hope, assume there was no way back from 
his adultery and murder, and never move on from his sin. But the opening request in 
his psalm of repentance was also an opening expression of faith – faith that God’s 
forgiveness was so great that it could wash away the vilest of sins:

 Be gracious to me, O God, according to Your lovingkindness; according to the 
greatness of Your compassion blot out my transgressions.74

The writer to the Hebrews tells us that we must approach God with faith, believing “that 
He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.”75 If we’re struggling to believe 
the promise of full forgiveness, we can come to the foot of the cross, look up, and see 
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the price that’s already been paid for all of our sins. We can go both humbly and boldly 
to God's throne of grace, knowing that if we’ve come to Him in contrition, “He is faithful 
and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 76

After recognising afresh the forgiveness that’s being held out to you, receive it by faith, 
standing firm on God’s word against any accusations of guilt that may try to hold you 
back. Our enemy is described in Revelation as the accuser of the brethren.77 Sometimes 
his condemnations may be accurate because of unconfessed sin in our lives – but if 
we’ve come to God in repentance, we can be assured of forgiveness and denounce 
Satan's accusations as outdated and no longer relevant. Hallelujah!

 For You, Lord, are good, and ready to forgive, and abundant in lovingkindness to 
all who call upon You.78

5) Ask for a changed heart and trust Him as you commit to change
As we considered earlier, repentance proves to be genuine when the fruit of real change 
can be seen afterwards. As followers of Christ, we know that there is no hope of either 
salvation or sanctification by our own efforts; David knew that too, and he prayed:

Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.79

Having invited God to search the dark recesses of our hearts, and having seen 
something of those recesses ourselves by His revelation, our natural response along 
with contrition must be a longing for change. That longing shouldn’t lead to despair, but 
to a place of faith – just as we’ve trusted God to forgive us, so we must trust God to 
change us. We can’t expect God to do that if we’ve not truly repented, but if we have and 
we are crying to Him for help to change course, we can be sure He will aid us. 

However many times you have fallen in a particular area, and however much the enemy 
may tell you that you can’t change, there is hope – a certain hope, because God never 
abandons the weak who trust in Him for strength.80 Go to Him, acknowledge your 
inability to change on your own, and receive by faith His help to overcome in future. And 
if nothing seems to be changing at first, persist in trusting Him. Your sanctification is His 
will,81 and if you pray something that’s according to His will, you can be confident that 
He’s heard you.82

6) Take steps to avoid regressing in future
While trusting in God for the enabling to change, someone who is truly repentant will 
do whatever they can to aid and protect the changing process. There are often practical 
steps that can be taken, and we should make full use of them if we’re serious about 
living differently.

Given the key role of Scripture in convicting and changing us, it’s sensible to find, print, 
memorise and meditate on verses that are relevant to the particular sin we’re turning 
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from, as well as general verses which encourage holy living, love for our Saviour and 
faith in His help. In the dry wilderness on an empty stomach, Christ was able to respond 
powerfully to the devil’s every temptation by the use of Scripture,83 that “sword of the 
Spirit” which works with the shield of faith to thwart the enemy’s attacks on us.84

We may also need to make changes to our habits to reduce the risk of temptation. 
Harmful friendships may need to be reevaluated; harmful scenarios may need to be 
avoided; harmful locations may need to be shunned. Just as a former alcoholic may 
avoid pubs to prevent relapsing, it’s reasonable for us to cut ourselves off from potential 
sources of temptation. Some situations can’t be avoided, of course, and God’s grace is 
available for us at those times, but sometimes we can needlessly expose ourselves to 
danger when God would have us flee.

There must be a deliberate resolve to turn around and walk away from all hint or 
scent of sin… If, in our so-called ‘repentance,’ we do not abandon the environment 
in which our sin first emerged and in which, in all likelihood, it will continue to 
flourish, our repentance is suspect.85

If your right eye makes you stumble, tear it out and throw it from you; for it is better 
for you to lose one of the parts of your body, than for your whole body to be thrown 
into hell.86

With some sins, we would also be wise to harness the power of accountability to give us 
extra motivation in moments of severe temptation. This may involve regular checks 
from an accountability partner; it should certainly include an understanding that the 
partner is free to question and challenge in any way necessary to achieve the goal of 
holiness. David would have felt the sting of Nathan’s rebuke, but their relationship 
demonstrated David’s willingness to be corrected, and he himself wrote in the Psalms:

Let the righteous smite me in kindness and reprove me; it is oil upon the head; do 
not let my head refuse it…87

And as prayer was emphasised at the start of this section, it would be wise for us to pray 
regularly to be delivered from temptation, as Christ taught us in His model prayer.88

7) Make any appropriate confession and restitution to others
As well as getting right with God, our sins may require us to get right with others. Christ 
told His disciples they should pause mid-offering if they remembered they had wronged 
someone, and should go to get right with them before the offering’s completion.89 A key 
sign of Zacchaeus’s repentance was his decision to recompense those he had previously 
cheated,90 and this reflected God’s instructions for restitution in the Old Testament.91

Certainly if our sin has led to someone else’s loss in the past, we should consider any 
appropriate way to recompense them. In some circles today, there is a significant 
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emphasis on making reparations for the historic horrors of slavery – but have we made 
reparations (at least in terms of an apology) for how we wronged others last week or last 
year?

Even if we’ve not wronged someone else, there may be situations where it’s right to 
humble ourselves and confess a sin to others. James challenges our natural pride and 
desire to save face with his instruction to “confess your sins to one another, and pray for 
one another so that you may be healed.” 92 With the central aim of pursuing holiness 
and pleasing God, and the added prospect of healing flowing from James’s instruction, 
are we willing to confess particular sins to others (potentially even in public, and 
particularly if we’re leaders) if the Spirit prompts us to?

8) Walk in the joy of forgiveness and tell others about it
When David languished over his sin, one of the things he missed was joy, prompting him 
to include a request related to it as he repented:

 Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit.
Then I will teach transgressors Your ways, and sinners will be converted to You.93

You might remember feeling this joy in the past, whether at your conversion or when 
you received forgiveness later for a particular sin that you had been carrying. Do you 
know that joy now? Are you able to say from the heart, as David could after repenting, 
“How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered!” 94 If not, you 
can dwell afresh on how much you were forgiven at conversion – but perhaps there’s an 
opportunity for you to gain fresh joy as you repent of something now. In either case, 
walking in that joy with continued thankfulness to God will be a helpful deterrent 
against falling back into sin.

The joy of salvation prevents you from sinning. Think about it – for David, the joy of 
adultery [was] better than the joy of the Lord. You see, when you neglect the joy of 
the Lord in your life – when you don’t sustain that – when you don’t treasure the joy 
of the Lord – you are bound and prone to disobey God. I’ve come to a point where 
I don’t want to lose the joy of the Lord, and because of the joy of the Lord, 
temptation becomes less and less…95

As well as helping us to avoid temptation, a joyful heart of gratitude is a powerful 
witness to unbelievers. In the verse quoted above, David said that he could teach other 
transgressors about God once he himself had returned to a place of joy through God's 
forgiveness. A glum, powerless Christian can try and argue people into the kingdom 
with apologetics and reasoning, but one of the best arguments for people to accept our 
Saviour is the joy of His forgiveness written on our faces.

May God lead us all into a place of such continual joy, so that He would get the glory 
from others as well as from our own hearts!
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A striking scene, revisited
Near the start of this booklet, you read a creative imagination of what the closing 
chapters of Zechariah could look like when they are finally fulfilled. Ben is a fictional 
character, and the specific details in his story are open to interpretation. Yet we believe 
the basic message of the prophecy is clear: one day, the Jewish people will have their 
eyes opened to their Saviour, will realise how they have sinned against Him, and will 
each weep bitterly over their own sins as if they had lost a child. In response to their 
repentance, God will wash away their sins, eradicate their idolatry, and make them 
abhor false prophets. What an awesome prospect!

This will be the greatest revival the world has ever known. As God pours out “the Spirit 
of grace and supplication” on His wayward chosen people, the whole Jewish nation will 
see Jesus for themselves and enter into a place of repentance and faith. Paul also 
looked forward to this event as he mourned for his temporarily blinded countrymen, 
warning Gentiles not to arrogantly and ignorantly write off the Jewish race. He promised 
that the Old Testament prophecies of Jewish revival would surely come true one day: 

For I do not want you, brethren, to be uninformed of this mystery – so that you will 
not be wise in your own estimation – that a partial hardening has happened to 
Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in;  and so all Israel will be saved; 
just as it is written, “The deliverer will come from Zion, He will remove ungodliness 
from Jacob.” 96

Why have we included a neglected and much-debated Old Testament passage about 
Israel in a booklet about repentance? While we believe the future of the Jewish people 
is something that the UK church needs to reckon with, our chief reason for highlighting 
this passage is to use it as a vivid picture of what true repentance could look like for 
individuals, and also more widely in our nation.

While the UK has no covenant relationship with God, He has been very gracious to us as 
a nation. We have been blessed with a number of revivals in recent centuries, leading to 
a significant national consciousness of God, and widespread prayer for His help in 
World War II, led by our king and our prime minister. Since those days, God has surely 
felt grieved as we’ve forgotten His wartime deliverances, rejected Him as Creator, cast 
His ways behind us and come to use His Name as a common expletive.

And although Christ’s bride in the UK is meant to be in a close relationship with Him, we 
too have arguably grieved Him to some extent, as we’ve embraced or accepted sin and 
lukewarmness in our midst. If Jesus could warn the Ephesian church of their lampstand 
potentially being removed for serving Him diligently but without love, and if He could be 
close to vomiting the Laodicean church out of His mouth for pride and self-sufficiency, 
is it possible that He feels the same today about the deception, compromise and sinful 
practices being accepted in our pews and preached in our pulpits? 
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And yet, if we humbly acknowledge the sin within our hearts, our churches and our 
nation, there is a message of great hope to be found in Zechariah’s prophecy. The same 
God who will soon pour out the Spirit of grace and supplication on the Jewish people is 
able to pour that Spirit out within our nation too at this time.

He is able to give us a fresh vision of our pierced Saviour so that we see His holiness in 
relation to our sin and repent deeply. He is able to lead us afresh to His fountain for 
impurity, and to give us such zeal for Him that we reject the false teachers and teachings 
we previously tolerated.

He's done it before, as the many accounts of past revivals in our land testify. He can do 
it again, if we thirst for it and pray. But He wants us to realise what we’re asking for – 
we’re asking for a baptism of fire, which will refine us and burn up our dross before we 
can shine brightly with His brilliance. God promised His people through Malachi that the 
Messiah they so longed for was going to come, but warned them that His coming 
wouldn’t be comfortable. He would come to cleanse and refine them, so that they could 
be pleasing to Him:

“And the Lord, whom you seek, will suddenly come to His temple; and the 
messenger of the covenant, in whom you delight, behold, He is coming,” says the 
Lord of hosts.  “But who can endure the day of His coming? And who can stand 
when He appears? For He is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap. He will sit as a 
smelter and purifier of silver, and He will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like 
gold and silver, so that they may present to the Lord offerings in righteousness.  
Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the Lord as in the days 
of old and as in former years.” 97

Is that the kind of refining that you want? Then ask God for it – for yourself, for your 
church, and for your nation. He longs to hear His children inviting His work within their 
hearts, and to see them looking to Him expectantly with faith in His kindness.

Open up every part of your being to His refining work, and watch as He changes you and 
those around you. 

Then together, our repentant and sanctified lives will demonstrate to the people of the 
UK that there is a God who really does save, and who really can transform people into 
all that they’re meant to be in Christ.
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Appendix: Corporate repentance
Having focused attention in this booklet on personal repentance as individuals, we 
wanted to say a few words about corporate repentance too. This might mean repenting 
individually over personal sins alongside others at a gathering (which can be very 
helpful and powerful), but it particularly describes a group collectively repenting of a sin 
that the group is guilty of together.

Sometimes God may hold a whole church, denomination, community or nation 
accountable for a sin, whether a deliberate act of commission or a negligent sin of 
omission. While everyone is accountable to God as individuals, corporate responsibility, 
judgement and repentance can also be seen regularly in Scripture – for Israel and other 
nations;98 for races such as the Amalekites and the Canaanites;99 for individual cities 
such as Sodom, Nineveh and Capernaum;100 and also for churches.

Jesus addressed whole churches when He warned of judgements and the removal of 
lampstands in Revelation.101 Whatever the personal guilt of individuals in those 
churches, the sins had a corporate aspect too. The deadness at Sardis and the 
lukewarmness at Laodicea may have been in individuals’ hearts, but as they gathered 
together they were confirming each other in their wrong spiritual state. They were 
failing to admonish and stir each other to love and good deeds,102 and the church 
leaders were particularly failing to keep watch over their flocks as under-shepherds.103

Therefore, the Head of the church spoke to these whole churches and called them to 
reckon with their sin together.

Scriptural examples
Amongst the many treasures for us in the Old Testament, there are some helpful 
examples of corporate repentance. They may not all be perfectly translatable to a 
church setting, but as our God is the same and the Old Testament accounts have been 
given for our instruction,104 we can draw key principles from them to guide repentance 
as a church or denomination today.

For example, when God gave the law to His people Israel, He said that if a sin was 
committed by the whole nation and was later identified, the nation then had to offer a 
sacrifice and its elders had to lay their hands on the animal to acknowledge their guilt.105

And if someone had been murdered in the countryside and the culprit couldn’t be 
identified, the elders of the nearest city were to carry out a ceremony (involving an 
animal sacrifice) to admit the murder’s occurrence, affirm their innocence, and pray on 
behalf of the whole nation for the murder to be forgiven them.106

The returning exiles from Babylon took this principle seriously in Ezra’s day. They 
gathered “as one man” to hear the book of the law of Moses read to them, and “all the 
people” wept when they realised how far they had fallen from His requirements.107 It’s 
true that Nehemiah and Ezra then called the people to stop weeping on that particular 
day, uttering the oft-quoted phrase: “the joy of the Lord is your strength.” But Scripture 
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says that there is a time to rejoice and a time to mourn108 – and if we carry on reading, 
we’ll see that just three weeks later, the exiles came back to address their guilt properly:

 Now on the twenty-fourth day of this month the sons of Israel assembled with 
fasting, in sackcloth and with dirt upon them.  The descendants of Israel separated 
themselves from all foreigners, and stood and confessed their sins and the 
iniquities of their fathers. While they stood in their place, they read from the book 
of the law of the LORD their God for a fourth of the day; and for another fourth they 
confessed and worshiped the LORD their God.109

Lessons for us
We can gain some valuable principles from these Old Testament examples. One is that 
corporate repentance sometimes requires an element of organisation, however much 
we might wish for it to be spontaneous! The exiles agreed a date to gather together for 
confessing their sins, and the elders of a city would have needed to organise a gathering 
to fulfil God’s requirements for addressing their guilt. This is why Christians sometimes 
organise a day of repentance, setting a date and venue that will give people opportunity 
to come together with the explicit and shared intention of addressing sin together.

Given the Old Testament pattern of local or national elders taking the lead in 
confession, it should be leaders who initiate and direct times of corporate repentance 
today, including leading by example as they acknowledge the wrong part they 
themselves have played. If those leaders aren’t paying attention, God may sometimes 
use others to stir them up, as He used the Old Testament prophets. Joel called for a 
national fast to plead for God’s approaching judgement to be withdrawn, and while he 
called for people of all ages and stages to be present, he would have been particularly 
calling on the leaders to “proclaim a solemn assembly” and “gather the people” as those 
with the power and authority to do so.110

And since we’ve established in this booklet that repentance leads to the fruit of change, 
corporate repentance may require a corporate action or commitment for the future. On 
the day when the exiles gathered to confess their sins, the leaders (including Nehemiah) 
signed a written agreement before God to turn from sinful ways, and the whole 
congregation took on “a curse and an oath to walk in God’s law.” For the church at 
Thyatira which had been “tolerating” the immoral false prophetess Jezebel111 (when it 
should have exercised church discipline to reprove and if necessary remove her112), the 
test of their corporate repentance would be whether they dealt with Jezebel or 
continued to tolerate her.

Inevitably, there is a need for corporate zeal if a whole group of people are to be 
bothered enough about their guilt to do something about it. Leaders will again have a 
key role to play in stirring up such zeal, through their own zealous examples and 
through Spirit-filled preaching. In this we have the example of Paul, whose challenge 
brought deep sorrow to the Corinthian church and stirred them to action:
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 For behold what earnestness this very thing, this godly sorrow, has produced in 
you: what vindication of yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what longing, 
what zeal, what avenging of wrong! 113

Finally, we should remember that while corporate repentance is sometimes necessary 
and expected by God, it is also to be desired as something which can have a positive 
influence on individuals. When members of a church or denomination are called 
together to address a sin, it sends a message to each one that repentance and 
righteousness are important. And what a difference leaders can make in this regard! 

A challenge for leaders
It takes humility, courage and determination to repent publicly as a leader, whether 
confessing personal sins or taking responsibility for corporate ones. Our logic will tell us 
that we’ll lose our congregation’s respect if we admit our failures, while our cherished 
pride will tell us that the shame will be too much to bear. Satan will wholeheartedly back 
them up!

But if we are leaders, we are called to lead by example.  Twice in one letter, Paul told the 
Corinthian church to imitate him,114 and the writer to the Hebrews told believers to 
imitate leaders after carefully observing the example they set.115

When we set an example of repentance as pastors, we will exemplify and adorn116 the 
gospel message we preach to others:

…unless we pastors engage in public repentance, our "bold" preaching about sin 
and grace often appears to be little more than window dressing. In other words, 
what we believe about God, sin and grace is proven true when we treat our own sin 
as seriously as we say others should. Too many leaders are not repenting in 
accordance to scripture and too many churches don't know how to work through 
repentance to restoration.117

When leaders admit wrongs and seek forgiveness, they create an environment 
where others feel safe to be honest and vulnerable. This kind of leadership fosters 
trust and reinforces a shared commitment to mutual growth and spiritual 
maturity.118

Here then is the challenge for leaders – a challenge that comes with the potential for 
great cost, and for great blessings. If you’re a leader, may God guide you in how to lead 
in this area. If you’re not a leader, may God guide you in how to pray for those who are. 
And may God bring a fresh commitment to humility, holiness and righteousness in His 
body, for His glory.
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ABOUT THIS BOOKLET
In a world where truth has been rejected and the gospel has been diluted, the 
concept of repentance can be unfamiliar and uncomfortable. God's loving 
nature has sometimes been amplified at the expense of His holiness, and His 
requirements have been so watered down that many see no need to change.

If our eyes have been opened by God's grace, we know that Christ's call to 
repent is non-negotiable for all who would follow Him and gain eternal life. We 
also know that God's will is to sanctify us as believers, dealing with our sinful 
natures and making us more like Christ. Yet we still find ourselves resistant to 
the idea of repentance, thinking it's unnecessary or too costly to take seriously.

But the Bible presents repentance in a far more positive light. As well as 
showing us its necessity, Scripture extols its benefits, showing how it can 
impact our own lives and those of others. It also gives us instructions and 
examples so that we can practise it effectively and discover its blessings.

In this booklet, we begin by establishing that biblical repentance is not just a 
one-off event at conversion, but rather a continual practice for believers on the 
journey of sanctification. With the inspiration of revivals from Scripture and 
elsewhere, we move on to ask how repentance and revival are linked, and what 
genuine repentance really is. We consider the need to desire and pursue it to 
gain its blessings, with some practical steps to help us get started. Finally, we 
explore what corporate repentance could look like in a church setting.
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