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“And we bring you good tidings of the promise made unto the fathers…” (Acts 13:32) 
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Understanding Repentance     
By (Jerry Fite)   

 
 may not know what re-
pentance is, but I cannot 
hear Paul preach from 

Mar’s Hill and not understand re-
pentance is important.  Paul de-
clares, “The times of ignorance 
therefore God overlooked; but now 
he commandeth men that they 
should all everywhere repent: inas-
much as He hath appointed a day in 
which He will judge the world in 
righteousness by the man whom He 
hath ordained; whereof he hath 
given assurance unto all men, in 
that he hath raised Him from the 
dead” (Acts 17:30-31). 
 
    If the “times of ignorance” are no 
longer “overlooked,” repentance is 
“now” important.  If I am a member 
of the “human race” and capable of 
knowing, repentance is important, 
regardless of where I live. If “the 
world” is comprised of people, and 
the resurrected Christ will “judge” 
my actions on the “day” God has 
“appointed,” then repentance is im-
portant.  Since God “commands” all 
to “repent,” repentance is not only  
important; it is necessary!          
 
      In seeking an understanding of 
what repentance is, knowing what it 
is not can be helpful.  For example, 
repentance is not “remission of 
sins.”  But repentance coupled with 
baptism are essential responses to 
the Gospel in order to be made free 
from the guilt of our sins (Acts 
2:38).  Before Jesus ascended into 

Heaven, He prophesied that “re-
pentance and remission of sins” 
would be preached unto all nations 
(Luke 24:47).  Repentance and re-
mission of sins are distinguished 
from one another. But when the 
good news of salvation is preached, 
there is no remission of sins apart 
from repentance.  
 
          Repentance is not “the sor-
row for sin.” We can be sorry 
merely because we suffer the conse-
quences of our sins.  We sorrow be-
cause our  exposed lies made us 
look like a fool in the eyes of the 
public.  Our uncontrolled anger 
leaves behind collateral damage that 
shames us in the eyes of people we 
respect. Many sorrow the confines 
of imprisonment, still defiant, not 
penitent.  Such sorrow is what Paul 
would include in “worldly sorrow” 
which works eternal “death” (2 Co-
rinthians 7:10).  Judas sorrowed in 
betraying innocent blood, but his re-
gret  led him to suicide, not life 
(Matthew 27:3-5).   
 
            Repentance is not even 
“Godly sorrow.”  In 2 Corinthians 
7:10, Paul exalts this sorrow distin-
guishing it from worldly sorrow in 
that it leads to salvation, not eternal 
regrets.  So, why does Paul make no 
apologies for his earlier letter caus-
ing sorrow in the hearts of Corinthi-
ans (2 Corinthians 7:9)?  “For 
godly sorrow worketh repentance 
unto salvation, a repentance which 

bringeth no regret; but the sorrow of 
the world worketh death. (2 Corin-
thians 7:10).   
        Repentance is not “refor-
mation or a change of life.”  John 
the baptizer bluntly addressed Phar-
isees and Sadducees saying, “Ye 
offspring of vipers, who warned you 
to flee from the wrath to come?  
Bring forth therefore fruit worthy of 
repentance…” (Matthew 3:8). Sub-
mitting to John’s baptism without 
reforming your life would not help 
you escape the wrath of God.  Jew-
ish ethnicity or a prestigious sect 
would not save you.  Again,  re-
forming to righteous living is neces-
sary.   But righteous reform is the 
fruit or product of repentance.   
 
          The Greek word translated 
“repentance” is “metanoian,” 
which literally means “change of 
mind.”  In the days of Jonah, when 
God changed His mind to destroy 
Nineveh, Bible translations say He 
“repented” of the evil He had deter-
mined to bring upon Nineveh and 
consequently, “He did it not” (Jo-
nah 3:10).  God is sinless, so He has 
no sorrow for sin, nor does He need 
to reform. We can change our 
minds when sin is not in focus.  But 
sin is involved in our case. Repent-
ance is a  necessary response to the 
saving Gospel. Putting it all to-
gether,  “repentance” is  the change 
of mind which issues  from godly 
sorrow and leads to the befitting life 
change of righteous reform.     
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