
Repentance
A Short Study of  What the Bible

Teaches about Repentance
------------------------------------------------------------------

by Tim Hegg

In the NASB, the words “repent,” “repentance,” “repentant,” and “repentance” together occur a total of 17 
times in the Tanach. Of the 17 occurrences, 9 translate the Hebrew verb שׁוּב (shūv), 1 occurrence translates שׁוּבָה 
(shūvāh), and the remaining 7 translate the Hebrew verb נָחַם (nācham). Other English translations (such as the 
NIV) also translate the Hebrew verb כָּנַע (kāna’) English “repent” (in 1Chr 32:26).

The Hebrew verb שׁוּב (shūv) carries a range of meanings, but all centered around the concept of “to turn 
around,” “to turn back, return,” “to turn away from, abandon.” The other verb which our English Bibles often 
translated by the English word “repent,” נָחַם (nācham) carries the general sense (in the nifil) “to regret, be sorry,” 
but also “to console oneself.” In the piel nācham carries the sense of “to comfort, console,” “to express sympa-
thy.” The verb כָּנַע (kāna’) generally carries the sense of “to be humble” or “to humble oneself,” and while not 
specifically denoting repentance, such humility accompanies repentance, and thus kāna’ may at times indicate or 
be a sign of repentance in a person’s life.

Num 23:19 “God is not a man, that He should lie, Nor a
son of man, that He should repent; Has He said, and 
will He not do it? Or has He spoken, and will He not 
make it good?

 הַהוּא אָמַר וְיִתְנֶחָםלאֹ אִישׁ אֵל וִיכַזֵּב וּבֶן־אָדָם 
וְלאֹ יַעֲשֶׂה וְדִבֶּר וְלאֹ יְקִימֶנָּה׃

1 Kgs 8:47 if they take thought in the land where they 
have been taken captive, and repent and make supplica-
tion to You in the land of those who have taken them 
captive, saying, ‘We have sinned and have committed 
iniquity, we have acted wickedly’; (cp. 2Chr 6:37)

וְשָׁבוּ וְהֵשִׁיבוּ אֶל־לִבָּם בָּאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר נִשְׁבּוּ־שָׁם 
וְהִתְחַנְּנוּ אֵלֶיךָ בְּאֶרֶץ שׁבֵֹיהֶם לֵאמֹר חָטָאנוּ 

וְהֶעֱוִינוּ רָשָׁעְנוּ׃

Job 42:5–6 “I have heard of You by the hearing of the 
ear; But now my eye sees You; Therefore I retract, and I
repent in dust and ashes.” 

לְשֵׁמַע־אֹזֶן שְׁמַעְתִּיךָ וְעַתָּה עֵינִי רָאָתְךָ׃
 עַל־עָפָר וָאֵפֶר׃וְנִחַמְתִּי עַל־כֵּן אֶמְאַס 

Ps 7:11–12 God is a righteous judge, and a God who 
has indignation every day. If a man does not repent, He 
will sharpen His sword; He has bent His bow and made 
it ready.

אֱלֹהִים שׁוֹפֵט צַדִּיק וְאֵל זעֵֹם בְּכָל־יוֹם׃
 חַרְבּוֹ יִלְטוֹשׁ קַשְׁתּוֹ דָרַךְ וַיְכוֹנְנֶהָ׃יָשׁוּב אִם־לאֹ 

Isa 1:27–28 Zion will be redeemed with justice and her 
repentant ones with righteousness. But transgressors 
and sinners will be crushed together, And those who 
forsake ADONAI will come to an end.

 בִּצְדָקָה׃וְשָׁבֶיהָצִיּוֹן בְּמִשְׁפָּט תִּפָּדֶה 
וְשֶׁבֶר פֹּשְׁעִים וְחַטָּאִים יַחְדָּו וְעזְֹבֵי יְהוָה יִכְלוּ׃

Jer 5:2–3 “And although they say, ‘As the ADONAI 
lives,’ Surely they swear falsely.”  O ADONAI, do not 
Your eyes look for truth? You have smitten them, but 
they did not weaken; You have consumed them, but 
they refused to take correction. They have made their 
faces harder than rock; They have refused to repent.

וְאִם חַי־יְהוָֹה יאֹמֵרוּ לָכֵן לַשֶּׁקֶר יִשָּׁבֵעוּ׃ יְהוָֹה עֵינֶיךָ
הֲלוֹא לֶאֱמוּנָה הִכִּיתָה אֹתָם וְלאֹ־חָלוּ כִּלִּיתָם מֵאֲנוּ 

לָשׁוּב׃קַחַת מוּסָר חִזְּקוּ פְנֵיהֶם מִסֶּלַע מֵאֲנוּ 
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Jer 8:4–5 “You shall say to them, ‘Thus says ADONAI, 
“Do men fall and not get up again? Does one turn away
and not repent? Why then has this people, Jerusalem, 
turned away in continual apostasy? They hold fast to 
deceit, they refuse to return.

וְאָמַרְתָּ אֲלֵיהֶם כּהֹ אָמַר יְהוָה הֲיִפְּלוּ וְלאֹ יָקוּמוּ 
׃ מַדּוּעַ שׁוֹבְבָה הָעָם הַזֶּה יָשׁוּבאִם־יָשׁוּב וְלאֹ 

ם מְשֻׁבָה נִצַּחַת הֶחֱזִיקוּ בַּתַּרְמִית מֵאֲנוּ  יְרוּשָׁלִַ
׃לָשׁוּב

Jer 26:2–3 “Thus says ADONAI, ‘Stand in the court of 
the LORD’S house, and speak to all the cities of Judah 
who have come to worship in ADONAI’S house all the 
words that I have commanded you to speak to them. Do
not omit a word! ‘Perhaps they will listen and everyone
will turn from his evil way, that I may repent of the 
calamity which I am planning to do to them because of 
the evil of their deeds.’

כּהֹ אָמַר יְהוָה עֲמדֹ בַּחֲצַר בֵּית־יְהוָה וְדִבַּרְתָּ 
עַל־כָּל־עָרֵי יְהוּדָה הַבָּאִים לְהִשְׁתַּחֲוֹת בֵּית־יְהוָה 

אֵת כָּל־הַדְּבָרִים אֲשֶׁר צִוִּיתִיךָ לְדַבֵּר אֲלֵיהֶם 
 אִישׁ מִדַּרְכּוֹ וְיָשֻׁבוּאַל־תִּגְרַע דָּבָר׃ אוּלַי יִשְׁמְעוּ 

 אֶל־הָרָעָה אֲשֶׁר אָנֹכִי חֹשֵׁב לַעֲשׂוֹתוְנִחַמְתִּיהָרָעָה 
לָהֶם מִפְּנֵי רעַֹ מַעַלְלֵיהֶם׃

Jer 31:18–19 “I have surely heard Ephraim grieving, 
‘You have chastised me, and I was chastised, like an 
untrained calf; Bring me back that I may be restored, 
For You are ADONAI my God. For after I turned back, I 
repented; and after I was instructed, I smote on my 
thigh; I was ashamed and also humiliated because I 
bore the reproach of my youth.’

שָׁמוֹעַ שָׁמַעְתִּי אֶפְרַיִם מִתְנוֹדֵד יִסַּרְתַּנִי וָאִוָּסֵר 
כְּעֵגֶל לאֹ לֻמָּד הֲשִׁיבֵנִי וְאָשׁוּבָה כִּי אַתָּה יְהוָה 

 וְאַחֲרֵי הִוָּדְעִי סָפַקְתִּינִחַמְתִּיאֱלֹהָי׃ כִּי־אַחֲרֵי שׁוּבִי 
עַל־יָרֵךְ בּשְֹׁתִּי וְגַם־נִכְלַמְתִּי כִּי נָשָׂאתִי חֶרְפַּת 

נְעוּרָי׃
Ezek 14:6 Therefore say to the house of Israel, ‘Thus 
says the Lord ADONAI, “Repent and turn away from 
your idols and turn your faces away from all your 
abominations.

לָכֵן אֱמֹר אֶל־בֵּית יִשְׂרָאֵל כּהֹ אָמַר אֲדנָֹי יְהוִה 
 וְהָשִׁיבוּ מֵעַל גִּלּוּלֵיכֶם וּמֵעַל כָּל־תּוֹעֲבתֵֹיכֶם שׁוּבוּ

הָשִׁיבוּ פְנֵיכֶם׃
Ezek 18:30–31 “Therefore I will judge you, O house of 
Israel, each according to his conduct,” declares the 
Lord ADONAI. “Repent and turn away from all your 
transgressions, so that iniquity may not become a stum-
bling block to you. Cast away from you all your trans-
gressions which you have committed and make your-
selves a new heart and a new spirit! For why will you 
die, O house of Israel?

לָכֵן אִישׁ כִּדְרָכָיו אֶשְׁפֹּט אֶתְכֶם בֵּית יִשְׂרָאֵל נְאֻם 
 וְהָשִׁיבוּ מִכָּל־פִּשְׁעֵיכֶם וְלאֹ־יִהְיֶה שׁוּבוּאֲדנָֹי יְהוִה 

לָכֶם לְמִכְשׁוֹל עָוֹן׃ הַשְׁלִיכוּ מֵעֲלֵיכֶם 
אֶת־כָּל־פִּשְׁעֵיכֶם אֲשֶׁר פְּשַׁעְתֶּם בָּם וַעֲשׂוּ לָכֶם לֵב 

חָדָשׁ וְרוּחַ חֲדָשָׁה וְלָמָּה תָמֻתוּ בֵּית יִשְׂרָאֵל׃

Zech 1:5–6 “Your fathers, where are they? And the 
prophets, do they live forever? But did not My words 
and My statutes, which I commanded My servants the 
prophets, overtake your fathers? Then they repented 
and said, ‘As ADONAI of hosts purposed to do to us in 
accordance with our ways and our deeds, so He has 
dealt with us.’”

אֲבוֹתֵיכֶם אַיֵּה־הֵם וְהַנְּבִאִים הַלְעוֹלָם יִחְיוּ׃ אַךְ 
דְּבָרַי וְחֻקַּי אֲשֶׁר צִוִּיתִי אֶת־עֲבָדַי הַנְּבִיאִים הֲלוֹא 

 וַיּאֹמְרוּ כַּאֲשֶׁר זָמַם יְהוָה וַיָּשׁוּבוּהִשִּׂיגוּ אֲבתֵֹיכֶם 
צְבָאוֹת לַעֲשׂוֹת לָנוּ כִּדְרָכֵינוּ וּכְמַעֲלָלֵינוּ כֵּן עָשָׂה 

אִתָּנוּ׃ ס
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In the Apostolic Scriptures, the words “repent,” “repentance,” “repentant,” and “repentance” together occur a 
total of 56 times. While there are several Greek words that represent the concept of spiritual “repentance” in the 
Greek, the one that dominates the Apostolic Scriptures is µετανοέω (metanoeō), “to change one’s mind,” “to feel 
remorse, to repent, be convert [to a new way],” and its cognate noun, µετάνοια (metanoia), “repentance,” “turning 
about,” “conversion.” In the Lxx, the Greek word most often used to translate shūv is ἐπιστρέφω (epistrephō), “to 
turn again,” “to turn back, return,” thus matching the basic idea of the verb shūv. It may well be that the Greek 
verb metanoeō became prominent among the Apostolic authors to denote “repentance” because “mind” in a He-
brew perspective is one’s “heart,” and thus the parallel to texts like Ezek 36 where HaShem promises to take the 
“heart of stone” out of His people and replace it with a “heart of flesh.” The result will be a “return” of Israel to 
worship God in truth.

Matt 3:2 “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand.”

λέγων· µετανοεῖτε· ἤγγικεν γὰρ ἡ βασιλεία τῶν 
οὐρανῶν.

Matt 3:11  “As for me, I baptize you with water for re-
pentance, but He who is coming after me is mightier 
than I, and I am not fit to remove His sandals; He will 
baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.

Ἐγὼ µὲν ὑµᾶς βαπτίζω ἐν ὕδατι εἰς µετάνοιαν, ὁ δὲ 
ὀπίσω µου ἐρχόµενος ἰσχυρότερός µού ἐστιν, οὗ οὐκ 
εἰµὶ ἱκανὸς τὰ ὑποδήµατα βαστάσαι· αὐτὸς ὑµᾶς 
βαπτίσει ἐν πνεύµατι ἁγίῳ καὶ πυρί·

Matt 11:20–21 ¶ Then He began to denounce the cities 
in which most of His miracles were done, because they 
did not repent. “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, 
Bethsaida! For if the miracles had occurred in Tyre and 
Sidon which occurred in you, they would have repented
long ago in sackcloth and ashes.

Τότε ἤρξατο ὀνειδίζειν τὰς πόλεις ἐν αἷς ἐγένοντο αἱ 
πλεῖσται δυνάµεις αὐτοῦ, ὅτι οὐ µετενόησαν· οὐαί σοι, 
Χοραζίν, οὐαί σοι, Βηθσαϊδά· ὅτι εἰ ἐν Τύρῳ καὶ 
Σιδῶνι ἐγένοντο αἱ δυνάµεις αἱ γενόµεναι ἐν ὑµῖν, 
πάλαι ἂν ἐν σάκκῳ καὶ σποδῷ µετενόησαν.

Luke 13:3 “I tell you, no, but unless you repent, you 
will all likewise perish.”

οὐχί, λέγω ὑµῖν, ἀλλ᾿ ἐὰν µὴ µετανοῆτε πάντες ὁµοίως 
ἀπολεῖσθε.

Luke 24:46–47 and He said to them, “Thus it is written,
that the Messiah would suffer and rise again from the 
dead the third day, and that repentance for forgiveness 
of sins would be proclaimed in His name to all the na-
tions, beginning from Jerusalem.

καὶ εἶπεν αὐτοῖς ὅτι οὕτως γέγραπται παθεῖν τὸν 
χριστὸν καὶ ἀναστῆναι ἐκ νεκρῶν τῇ τρίτῃ ἡµέρᾳ,
καὶ κηρυχθῆναι ἐπὶ τῷ ὀνόµατι αὐτοῦ µετάνοιαν εἰς 
ἄφεσιν ἁµαρτιῶν εἰς πάντα τὰ ἔθνη. ἀρξάµενοι ἀπὸ 
Ἰερουσαλὴµ

Acts 2:37–38 Now when they heard this, they were 
pierced to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the
apostles, “Brethren, what shall we do?” Peter said to 
them, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name
of Yeshua Messiah for the forgiveness of your sins; and
you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.

Ἀκούσαντες δὲ κατενύγησαν τὴν καρδίαν εἶπόν τε πρὸς
τὸν Πέτρον καὶ τοὺς λοιποὺς ἀποστόλους· τί 
ποιήσωµεν, ἄνδρες ἀδελφοί; Πέτρος δὲ πρὸς αὐτούς· 
µετανοήσατε, [φησίν,] καὶ βαπτισθήτω ἕκαστος ὑµῶν 
ἐπὶ τῷ ὀνόµατι Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ εἰς ἄφεσιν τῶν 
ἁµαρτιῶν ὑµῶν καὶ λήµψεσθε τὴν δωρεὰν τοῦ ἁγίου 
πνεύµατος.

Acts 3:19 “Therefore repent and return, so that your 
sins may be wiped away, in order that times of refresh-
ing may come from the presence of the Lord;

µετανοήσατε οὖν καὶ ἐπιστρέψατε εἰς τὸ ἐξαλειφθῆναι 
ὑµῶν τὰς ἁµαρτίας,

Acts 5:31 “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.

τοῦτον ὁ θεὸς ἀρχηγὸν καὶ σωτῆρα ὕψωσεν τῇ δεξιᾷ 
αὐτοῦ [τοῦ] δοῦναι µετάνοιαν τῷ Ἰσραὴλ καὶ ἄφεσιν 
ἁµαρτιῶν.

Acts 8:22 “Therefore repent of this wickedness of 
yours, and pray the Lord that, if possible, the intention 
of your heart may be forgiven you.

µετανόησον οὖν ἀπὸ τῆς κακίας σου ταύτης καὶ 
δεήθητι τοῦ κυρίου, εἰ ἄρα ἀφεθήσεταί σοι ἡ ἐπίνοια 
τῆς καρδίας σου,
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Acts 17:30–31 “Therefore having overlooked the times 
of ignorance, God is now declaring to men that all peo-
ple everywhere should repent, because He has fixed a 
day in which He will judge the world in righteousness 
through a Man whom He has appointed, having fur-
nished proof to all men by raising Him from the dead.”

τοὺς µὲν οὖν χρόνους τῆς ἀγνοίας ὑπεριδὼν ὁ θεός, τὰ 
νῦν παραγγέλλει τοῖς ἀνθρώποις πάντας πανταχοῦ 
µετανοεῖν, καθότι ἔστησεν ἡµέραν ἐν ᾗ µέλλει κρίνειν 
τὴν οἰκουµένην ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ, ἐν ἀνδρὶ ᾧ ὥρισεν, 
πίστιν παρασχὼν πᾶσιν ἀναστήσας αὐτὸν ἐκ νεκρῶν.

Acts 20:20–21 how I did not shrink from declaring to 
you anything that was profitable, and teaching you pub-
licly and from house to house, solemnly testifying to 
both Jews and Greeks of repentance toward God and 
faith in our Lord Yeshua Messiah.

ὡς οὐδὲν ὑπεστειλάµην τῶν συµφερόντων τοῦ µὴ 
ἀναγγεῖλαι ὑµῖν καὶ διδάξαι ὑµᾶς δηµοσίᾳ καὶ κατ᾿ 
οἴκους, διαµαρτυρόµενος Ἰουδαίοις τε καὶ Ἕλλησιν 
τὴν εἰς θεὸν µετάνοιαν καὶ πίστιν εἰς τὸν κύριον ἡµῶν 
Ἰησοῦν.

Acts 26:19–20  “So, King Agrippa, I did not prove dis-
obedient to the heavenly vision, but kept declaring both
to those of Damascus first, and also at Jerusalem and 
then throughout all the region of Judea, and even to the 
Gentiles, that they should repent and turn to God, per-
forming deeds appropriate to repentance.

Ὅθεν, βασιλεῦ Ἀγρίππα, οὐκ ἐγενόµην ἀπειθὴς τῇ 
οὐρανίῳ ὀπτασίᾳ ἀλλὰ τοῖς ἐν Δαµασκῷ πρῶτόν τε καὶ 
Ἱεροσολύµοις, πᾶσάν τε τὴν χώραν τῆς Ἰουδαίας καὶ 
τοῖς ἔθνεσιν ἀπήγγελλον µετανοεῖν καὶ ἐπιστρέφειν ἐπὶ 
τὸν θεόν, ἄξια τῆς µετανοίας ἔργα πράσσοντας.

Rom 2:4 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?

ἢ τοῦ πλούτου τῆς χρηστότητος αὐτοῦ καὶ τῆς ἀνοχῆς 
καὶ τῆς µακροθυµίας καταφρονεῖς, ἀγνοῶν ὅτι τὸ 
χρηστὸν τοῦ θεοῦ εἰς µετάνοιάν σε ἄγει;

2 Cor 7:9–10 I now rejoice, not that you were made 
sorrowful, but that you were made sorrowful to the 
point of repentance; for you were made sorrowful ac-
cording to the will of God, so that you might not suffer 
loss in anything through us. For the sorrow that is ac-
cording to the will of God produces a repentance with-
out regret, leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the 
world produces death.

νῦν χαίρω, οὐχ ὅτι ἐλυπήθητε ἀλλ᾿ ὅτι ἐλυπήθητε εἰς 
µετάνοιαν· ἐλυπήθητε γὰρ κατὰ θεόν, ἵνα ἐν µηδενὶ 
ζηµιωθῆτε ἐξ ἡµῶν. ἡ γὰρ κατὰ θεὸν λύπη µετάνοιαν 
εἰς σωτηρίαν ἀµεταµέλητον ἐργάζεται· ἡ δὲ τοῦ 
κόσµου λύπη θάνατον κατεργάζεται.

2 Cor 12:21 I am afraid that when I come again my 
God may humiliate me before you, and I may mourn 
over many of those who have sinned in the past and not
repented of the impurity, immorality and sensuality 
which they have practiced.

µὴ πάλιν ἐλθόντος µου ταπεινώσῃ µε ὁ θεός µου πρὸς 
ὑµᾶς καὶ πενθήσω πολλοὺς τῶν προηµαρτηκότων καὶ 
µὴ µετανοησάντων ἐπὶ τῇ ἀκαθαρσίᾳ καὶ πορνείᾳ καὶ 
ἀσελγείᾳ ᾗ ἔπραξαν.

2 Tim 2:24–26 The Lord’s bond-servant must not be 
quarrelsome, but be kind to all, able to teach, patient 
when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who 
are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them re-
pentance leading to the knowledge of the truth, and 
they may come to their senses and escape from the 
snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to 
do his will.

δοῦλον δὲ κυρίου οὐ δεῖ µάχεσθαι ἀλλὰ ἤπιον εἶναι 
πρὸς πάντας, διδακτικόν, ἀνεξίκακον, ἐν πραΰτητι 
παιδεύοντα τοὺς ἀντιδιατιθεµένους, µήποτε δώῃ αὐτοῖς
ὁ θεὸς µετάνοιαν εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν ἀληθείας καὶ 
ἀνανήψωσιν ἐκ τῆς τοῦ διαβόλου παγίδος, ἐζωγρηµένοι
ὑπ᾿ αὐτοῦ εἰς τὸ ἐκείνου θέληµα.
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Heb 6:4–6 For in the case of those who have once been 
enlightened and have tasted of the heavenly gift and 
have been made partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have 
tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age 
to come, and then have fallen away, it is impossible to 
renew them again to repentance, since they again cruci-
fy to themselves the Son of God and put Him to open 
shame.

Ἀδύνατον γὰρ τοὺς ἅπαξ φωτισθέντας, γευσαµένους τε
τῆς δωρεᾶς τῆς ἐπουρανίου καὶ µετόχους γενηθέντας 
πνεύµατος ἁγίου καὶ καλὸν γευσαµένους θεοῦ ῥῆµα 
δυνάµεις τε µέλλοντος αἰῶνος καὶ παραπεσόντας, 
πάλιν ἀνακαινίζειν εἰς µετάνοιαν, ἀνασταυροῦντας 
ἑαυτοῖς τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ παραδειγµατίζοντας.

Heb 12:16–17 that there be no immoral or godless per-
son like Esau, who sold his own birthright for a single 
meal. For you know that even afterwards, when he de-
sired to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he 
found no place for repentance, though he sought for it 
with tears.

µή τις πόρνος ἢ βέβηλος ὡς Ἠσαῦ, ὃς ἀντὶ βρώσεως 
µιᾶς ἀπέδετο τὰ πρωτοτόκια ἑαυτοῦ. ἴστε γὰρ ὅτι καὶ 
µετέπειτα θέλων κληρονοµῆσαι τὴν εὐλογίαν 
ἀπεδοκιµάσθη, µετανοίας γὰρ τόπον οὐχ εὗρεν καίπερ 
µετὰ δακρύων ἐκζητήσας αὐτήν.

Rev 2:4–5 ‘But I have this against you, that you have 
left your first love. Therefore remember from where 
you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at 
first; or else I am coming to you and will remove your 
lampstand out of its place — unless you repent.

ἀλλὰ ἔχω κατὰ σοῦ ὅτι τὴν ἀγάπην σου τὴν πρώτην 
ἀφῆκες. µνηµόνευε οὖν πόθεν πέπτωκας καὶ 
µετανόησον καὶ τὰ πρῶτα ἔργα ποίησον· εἰ δὲ µή, 
ἔρχοµαί σοι καὶ κινήσω τὴν λυχνίαν σου ἐκ τοῦ τόπου 
αὐτῆς, ἐὰν µὴ µετανοήσῃς.

Rev 3:3 ‘So remember what you have received and 
heard; and keep it, and repent. Therefore if you do not 
wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not 
know at what hour I will come to you.

µνηµόνευε οὖν πῶς εἴληφας καὶ ἤκουσας καὶ τήρει καὶ 
µετανόησον. ἐὰν οὖν µὴ γρηγορήσῃς, ἥξω ὡς κλέπτης, 
καὶ οὐ µὴ γνῷς ποίαν ὥραν ἥξω ἐπὶ σέ.

Rev 3:19–20 ‘Those whom I love, I reprove and discip-
line; therefore be zealous and repent. Behold, I stand at 
the door and knock; if anyone hears My voice and 
opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with
him, and he with Me.

ἐγὼ ὅσους ἐὰν φιλῶ ἐλέγχω καὶ παιδεύω· ζήλευε οὖν 
καὶµετανόησον. Ἰδοὺ ἕστηκα ἐπὶ τὴν θύραν καὶ κρούω·
ἐάν τις ἀκούσῃ τῆς φωνῆς µου καὶ ἀνοίξῃ τὴν θύραν, 
[καὶ] εἰσελεύσοµαι πρὸς αὐτὸν καὶ δειπνήσω µετ᾿ 
αὐτοῦ καὶ αὐτὸς µετ᾿ ἐµοῦ.

Rev 16:8–9 The fourth angel poured out his bowl upon 
the sun, and it was given to it to scorch men with fire. 
Men were scorched with fierce heat; and they blas-
phemed the name of God who has the power over these
plagues, and they did not repent so as to give Him 
glory.

Rev 16:8–9Καὶ ὁ τέταρτος ἐξέχεεν τὴν φιάλην αὐτοῦ 
ἐπὶ τὸν ἥλιον, καὶ ἐδόθη αὐτῷ καυµατίσαι τοὺς 
ἀνθρώπους ἐν πυρί. καὶ ἐκαυµατίσθησαν οἱ ἄνθρωποι 
καῦµα µέγα καὶ ἐβλασφήµησαν τὸ ὄνοµα τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ 
ἔχοντος τὴν ἐξουσίαν ἐπὶ τὰς πληγὰς ταύτας καὶ οὐ 
µετενόησαν δοῦναι αὐτῷ δόξαν.
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What is Repentance?
(from J. I. Packer, Rediscovering Holiness [Regal, 2009], pp. 113–14)

1. Realistic recognition that one has disobeyed and failed God, doing wrong instead of doing right. This sounds 
easier than it actually is. T. S. Eliot spoke the truth when he observed: “Humankind cannot bear very much re-
ality.” There is nothing like a shadowy sense of guilt in the heart to make us passionately play the game of 
pretending something never happened, or rationalizing to ourselves action that was morally flawed. So, after 
David had committed adultery with Bathsheba and compounded it with murder, he evidently told himself that 
it was simply a matter of royal prerogative and, therefore, nothing to do with his spiritual life. So he put it out 
of his mind, until Nathan’s “You are the man!” (2Sam 12:7) made him realize, at last, that he had offended 
God. This awareness was, and is, the seed bed where repentance grows. It does not grow elsewhere. True re-
pentance only begins when one passes out of what the Bible sees as self-deception (see James 1:22, 26; 1John 
1:8) and modern counselors call denial; into what the Bible calls conviction of sin (see John 16:8).

2. Regretful remorse at the dishonor one has done to the God one is learning to love and wanting to serve. This 
is the mark of the contrite heart (see Ps 51:17; Is 57:15). The Middle Ages drew a useful distinction between 
attrition and contrition (regret for sin prompted by fear for oneself and by love for God respectively; the latter
leading to true repentance while the former fails to do so). The believer feels, not just attrition, but contrition, 
as did David (see Ps 51:1–4, 15–17). Contrite remorse, springing from the sense of having outraged God’s 
goodness and love, is pictured and modeled in Jesus’ story of the prodigal’s return to his father (Lk 15:17–20).

3. Reverent requesting of God’s pardon, cleansing of conscience,and help to not lapse in the same way again. A 
classic example of such requesting appears in David’s prayer of penitence (see Ps 51:7–12). The repentance of
believers always, and necessarily, includes the exercise of faith in God for these restorative blessings. Jesus 
Himself teaches God’s children to pray “forgive us our sins…and lead us not into temptation” (Lk 11:4).

4. Resolute renunciation of the sins in question, with deliberate thought as to how to keep clear of them and live 
right for the future. When John the Baptist told Israel’s official religious elite: “Produce fruit in keeping with 
repentance” (Matt 3:8), he was calling on them to change direction in this way.

5. Requisite restitution to any who have suffered material loss through one’s wrongdoing. Restitution in these 
circumstances was required by the Old Testament law. When Zacchaeus, the renegade Jewish taxman, became
Jesus’ disciple, he committed himself to make fourfold retribution for each act of extortion, apparently on the 
model of Moses’ requirement of four sheep for every one stolen and disposed of (Ex 22:1; cf. Ex 22:2–14; 
Lev 6:4; Num 5:7)

Such is the repentance—not just the initial repentance of the adult convert, but the recurring repentance of the 
adult disciple—that is our present theme. 
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