BIBLICAL REPENTANCE

Acts 2:37-40

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, Peter had just charged these Jews who were listening to him with the great crime of crucifying Jesus of Nazareth who was, as a matter of fact, the Messiah, promised from the Garden of Eden and many other times down through Israel’s history. He had demonstrated from the Old Testament that Jesus of Nazareth fulfilled the prophecies of the Messiah and his hearers realised that and it pierced them to the heart. They were overwhelmed by what they had done. For they realised they had crucified the One on whom all their hopes were pinned – not to mention the fact that he was the one whom the only God, besides whom there is no other, had sent into the world! They had trodden underfoot the gift of the Almighty God. 

Indeed God had raised him up. 

#
They knew that. They knew that what Peter had said and shown from Psalm 16 was true. And they knew that the Jewish leadership was involved in a great cover-up by bribing the guards of Jesus’ tomb to say that the apostles had stolen his body. 

#
They were convinced too that the phenomenon of tongues showed that God had not only raised him from the dead. He had also raised him up to his right-hand in glory and given him the spoils of his conquest over satan – the gift of the Holy Spirit. For here were all these people, without respect to race, sex, age or social status – Galileans, unlearned – speaking in the native languages of all these Jews from thirteen or fourteen different parts of the world. 

#
And they were terrified, having rejected and crucified their Messiah. Were they then themselves completely disqualified from entering and enjoying the Messianic age that the Messiah was going to bring, the new age of the Spirit? That would seem to be their fear. Were they irrevocably part of this perverse generation, as Peter refers to the nation of Israel that had rejected and crucified its Saviour? What greater judgment could they bring upon themselves?
 Were they eternally damned? “Brothers, what shall we do?!” 

Peter told them, “Repent!” And if I put the theme of my text, those three or four verses, into a sentence, I would state it like this: At their cry of dismay, Peter tells his hearers that all may be saved upon repentance. I want to talk about three things that come out of this. First of all I want to answer the question; 

1.
What then is Repentance? 

Sometimes in the New Testament we are told to repent toward God and believe in Jesus Christ. Peter doesn’t mention believing in our text here. We may take it as read. It is included in both the command to repent and the command to be baptized. There are two things here that are essential to true repentance. 

First of all: The word repent: what does it mean? Essentially it means to have a change of mind. But that is not just something intellectual. It means to be convicted, at the intellectual and spiritual and moral levels, that the way we once thought, the way we once lived, the actions we once did, were completely wrong. Repentance also, therefore, means to do an about-face so that we think differently, we live differently and we act differently. And it has to do with how we think and live and act towards God and towards Jesus Christ. It is something that is to happen at the core of our being. It is thoroughly religious. Yet, at the same time, it must work out its consequences in every aspect of our lives. 

It begins with our thinking. The Apostle Paul speaks about this in Romans chapter 12. In verse 2 he says, “Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewing of your minds that you may prove what is that good and perfect and acceptable will of God.” John Calvin says about this that this is why we cannot turn repentance into mere penitence as the Roman Catholic Church does. We cannot make repentance mere external rites – doing certain things; because if repentance doesn’t begin with the heart it’s not repentance at all. 

But I need to step back and ask; Why should we repent? Why should we change our minds about the way we see the world and the way we live? “Let sleeping dogs lie,” we say. “Leave well alone.” But that’s exactly the point. As things now stand ordinarily in life, as we are born from our parents, things are not well and cannot be left alone. That is what these Jewish hearers had come to see and that is why they asked this desperate question, “Brothers, what must we do?” 

They had asked that question because Peter had pointed out their sin and, in their case the particular, and particularly great, sin of crucifying the Lord of Glory. But, people of God, that is what we have got to do too! I preached this morning and a couple of Sundays ago two other sermons again on the Book of Leviticus. The Book of Leviticus confronts us very plainly with the absolute holiness of God and the absolutely holy God’s demands for holiness in us as well. 

Sermons about holiness may still be preached in some circles. But we too are sometimes affected by the general social milieu in which we live. Besides, we too feel we struggle with life often enough and when we come to church may we not have something a bit more uplifting? Well, I hope we only want, and I hope I only achieve the biblical balance. But I think that also we Reformed people would rather not hear about our sin. And why not? Well because we are sinners and because sinners don’t like hearing about their guilt. I certainly don’t want to be like the Pharisees and place more weight upon the people of God than God does but I think our tendency will always be to play down our sin. Peter didn’t do that. He was very straightforward here. And so was Jesus, and so was Paul and so were all the Bible preachers. 

When, people of God, have you been so confronted with your sin that you’ve cried out? – and you were so concerned and convicted about your state before God that you didn’t care who heard; “Man, what I must I do then?” When have you ever heard anybody cry out like that? When have you seen anybody cry in a worship service? Yes, we have and we do, about the troubles of life and the difficulties and the struggles; and that’s valid too. But have you ever seen anybody cry in a worship service because of their sin? In twenty years of ministry I’ve never had anybody phone me after reading the Lord’s Supper Preparation Form and ask for help about their sins, as one of the forms exhorts us to do. No, brothers and sisters, I think that we too have come to look at life often too much according to the health model, the sickness model, the therapy model, than the biblical model of sin and repentance and growth in holiness. And maybe I myself am guilty in that by downplaying sin. 

The first part of repentance is to recognize our sin and our guilt before God. And when we do truly repent we will allow the Word of God to “judge the thoughts and intents of our heart” (Hebrews 4). And when we are repentant we will grieve over the grief and the offence that we’ve caused God. And when we are truly repentant we will be willing to receive spiritual guidance. We won’t come to God with a white flag and ask him to call a truce on his dealings with us. We won’t do a bit of plea-bargaining. We’ll accept that God is right, if he has been judging us to bring us to repentance. So true repentance is to have a change of heart about the whole way we see life and live life and to come to see it from God’s perspective. 

But there is something else about repentance in our text and that is that it necessarily leads to obedience. In Acts chapter 26, verse 20, Paul spoke about the Gentiles who need to “repent and turn to God, performing deeds appropriate to repentance.” Peter speaks similarly here, although perhaps in a by-the-by sort of way. Peter said to them, verse 38, “Repent and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.” What does Peter mean by this command to be baptized? Does he mean that we need to be baptized to be saved? Does he mean that we need to be baptized to have our sins forgiven? My answer to that, and I think the Bible’s answer to that, congregation, is yes. But not in the way Rome teaches it, that baptism in itself washes away the guilt of original sin and or any sins committed before baptism. 

But this question: Must we be baptized to be saved? is not ever so different from: May we lie and be saved? We’re commanded to be baptized. To say we can be saved without being baptized is to say we can be saved and wilfully disobey the Lord! 

What is baptism?
 Baptism itself is not salvation and baptism itself does not save us.
 Repentance toward God and faith in Jesus Christ alone saves us. But baptism is a little bit like the title deeds to a property. Title deeds are a few bits of paper from the law office. They are not the property, they’re not the real thing. But try and get a loan from a bank using a property as security without the title deeds! Baptism speaks of many things and among them it is the public mark of belonging to God. Baptism is to be in the name of Jesus Christ and to refuse to be baptised is simply to say, “Well I want Christ but I’m not interested in confessing him before the world.” Jesus says, “He who confesses me before men I will confess before my father in heaven. He who denies me before men I will deny before my father in heaven.” Baptism is simply, for a new believer from outside a Christian home, the first work fit for repentance. It is the public witness and testimony that I believe in Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ alone. In life and in death, he is my faithful Saviour whom I love because he bought me with his precious blood. 

So, is baptism necessary for salvation? Of course it is! Because if you are not willing to say publicly, “I belong to Jesus Christ,” then you can’t talk about having repented of your sin, the first of which is to reject God – because you still reject God! If you’re not willing to state publicly, “I belong to Jesus Christ,” you can’t talk about loving God, which is the first commandment, because you still love yourself more than God. If you’re not willing to be publicly identified as belonging to Jesus Christ you can’t talk about trusting in Christ, because you’re still more concerned about your position among mankind in the world and your reputation there than you are about your position with Christ. 

We don’t find any hint in the New Testament of an idea of an unbaptised Christian. It’s just not thought about. It’s as ridiculous as talking about an uncircumcised Jew. There is no such thing! Does baptism save us? No. Can we be saved without being baptized? Yes – where it is not possible to be baptized. But not if we refuse to be baptized when we can; because it is disobedience right when we’re proclaiming to be repentant of disobedience toward God.
 

So repentance, then, is, and I pick up the words of the Heidelberg Catechism, answers 89 and 90, “to be genuinely sorry for sin, to hate it more and more and to run away from it; and wholeheartedly to joy in God through Christ; and a delight to do every kind of good as God wants us to do.” 

That is what repentance is. 

2.
What is the result of Repentance? 

There are two that I want to speak about. 

The first, people of God, is simply that your sins shall be forgiven. But then we need to ask: what do we mean by the word forgiven? The original is a bit more descriptive than our word, forgive. It means to send away. When we repent our sins are sent away; and the guilt of our sins is sent away. In the first five books of the Old Testament the same Hebrew word is used for sin as is used for a sin-offering and you have to decide from the context whether it’s talking about sin or a sin-offering. That is why Paul said about Christ that, “He who knew no sin became sin for us.”
 He took upon himself our sin. He took upon himself the guilt of our sin. And he dealt with our sin and he dealt with the guilt of our sin by becoming a sin-offering. 

And if we but truly repent that is what the absolutely holy God – the one who is primarily offended and who is deeply offended by our sin – that is what he will do with it. That is what he will do with the guilt of it. He sends it away, “to bury it in the deepest sea,” Micah chapter 7, verse 10; “as far as the east is from the west,” Psalm 103; “He hides it behind his back,” another Psalm – wherever God’s back is! 

Congregation, this is exactly what we want. This is exactly what we need. This is no half-pie business. This is not the Roman Catholic idea of forgiveness. It’s not a matter of God dealing with the eternal guilt but you still have to deal with your temporal guilt, which dealing with may, in fact, not be terribly temporary. It may be thousands of years in purgatory. The forgiveness that the Bible teaches and the salvation that God offers is far superior to that! It is real forgiveness. It is real salvation. It is a salvation done and given to us by God as a free gift, completely sufficient, completely meeting our need. And again I must quote Calvin, because he is very good on this; he says, “Christ does not reconcile us in part but completely. Neither is there any forgiveness of sins to be obtained through Christ which is not total and complete forgiveness of sins.” 

So, first of all, congregation, true repentance results in our sins being forgiven in the sense of being completely removed from us as to their guilt; and, ultimately of course, as to their very fact. 

But the second result of repentance is that we shall receive the Holy Spirit. We have to see this statement here in verse 38, “And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit,” as directed particularly to Peter’s Jewish hearers at the time when the Jews were looking for the Messiah. The expectation was that when he would come the Messiah would bring the Kingdom of God. Therefore he would bring the new age and that new age, according to the Old Testament prophecies, would be a time of great prosperity for the people of God whom the Jews, of course, understood themselves to be, but who we now know is actually the internationalised church. 

Yet they were right to think of the new age as a time of new greatness for the kingdom and the church of God. And it would become a new age of greatness by the power of the Holy Spirit who would be poured out on dead Israel and bring many of them to spiritual life again – Ezekiel’s prophecy of the valley of dry bones. He would be poured out, indeed, on all flesh – Joel’s prophecy – and bring salvation to the whole world. And he would be poured out on the whole world in such a way that the old promise to Abraham – that he would be the father of many nations and that the kings of many nations would be his – that promise would be fulfilled. He would be poured out on the world in such a way that people from Egypt and Moab and Edom and Babylon would be born-again in Zion, in the church, in fulfilment of Psalm 87 and Psalm 85 and so forth. And all of this – from any number of prophecies in the Old Testament – would be the great work of the Holy Spirit. 

The concern of Peter’s Jewish hearers that day was not only that they had crucified the Lord of Glory but that in doing so they had cut themselves off from that great day of the Lord’s favour, the great day of salvation that the Messiah would bring. Indeed, maybe they even thought they had made such a day impossible by crucifying the Messiah! 

So Peter says to them, "No brothers, repent, believe, be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ whom you have just rejected." It was a very humiliating thing for a Jew to be baptised because, in the past, only Gentiles had had to be baptised when they became believers in the one true God and became Jews. “Now you humble yourselves,” says Peter, “as acknowledged sinners as much as anybody else in the world, and your sins too will be forgiven and you will receive the Holy Spirit and you will therefore be part of the new age of the Spirit.” 

Congregation, when any unbeliever repents of his sins and believes in Jesus Christ and is willing to be identified with him by baptism, showing also that his repentance and his faith are genuine, he or she too will receive the Holy Spirit. Every Christian receives the Holy Spirit at conversion and so we grow in sanctification and so we receive power to use our individual gifts in the service of the Lord Jesus Christ in the church – simply because the church is the temple of the Holy Spirit; the church is where the Holy Spirit is on this earth in this age. Repentance, faith, baptism, forgiveness, the church, the Holy Spirit, all go together. We should never try to separate them. And they should all come together for us at the same time – the time of conversion. 

There are a couple of practical points here that are important. 

#
Conversion is not a private matter. These converts were to be saved, as Peter goes on to say in verse 40, “from this perverse generation,” which is what the generation of Jews at Jesus’ time had just proved themselves to be; and instead, they were now to be identified with a new people, a new society – a society of Jesus we may even say – by baptism. In verse 41 we read that, “those who had received Peter’s word were baptized and there were added that day about three thousand souls.” 

#
And the other practical thing is this: there is an unavoidable inference from these verses, and especially verse 41, that these three thousand souls received the Holy Spirit that day. Peter said they would if they repented and were baptised. They would receive the Holy Spirit as much as they had received forgiveness of sins. Yet we never read that they spoke in tongues. Peter never said anything about these three thousand people lacking anything that the original one hundred and twenty had. 

And they didn’t lack anything that the original one hundred and twenty who had spoken in tongues had! Peter never told them to seek another blessing, a second blessing, subsequent to this day of their salvation. He never told them to seek the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Why? Because they received the Holy Spirit, the gift of Pentecost, that very day in just the same way as they received forgiveness of sins, the gift of the cross that very day, the day they repented and believed and were baptised. 

3.
Who may be forgiven? 

Simply put, absolutely anybody who will repent of their sins and believe in Jesus Christ and be baptised as a sign of their genuineness and obedience. Absolutely anybody from anywhere in the world may thus receive the Holy Spirit and thereby become a part of this great new, eternal kingdom of Christ that is busily, right at this very moment, bringing down every stronghold that sets itself in defiance against God (2 Corinthians 10), defeating the powers of darkness throughout the world, bringing all things into subjection to Christ, advancing into every nation among every people-group, every language-group. 

For, as Peter says, “the promise is to you and to your children and to all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will call to himself.” 

That is a very covenantal verse and we’re going to have to spend more time on it on another occasion. It’s the very same sort of language as the language used in the covenant first made with Abraham: “to you and your children.” But we shall have to leave that for now. But I suspect that for us it’s not a question of whether Gentiles might become Christians – we’re not used to racial or national differences disqualifying people. (And, anyway, the Race-relations Conciliator would have something to say about it.) But we might very well ask the question, Who may be forgiven? thinking there may be some certain kinds of sin that disqualify us from the grace of God. 

Congregation, there are none – none at all; white collar, blue collar and wherever you go after that, they’re all forgivable; financial sins, relational sins, sexual sins, you name it, they’re all forgivable; even, as Peter had assured these Jews this day: even blasphemy against the Son of God is forgivable. The only sin for which we cannot be forgiven is un-repentance – determined unrepentance, stubborn refusal to recognize God and his Son, Jesus Christ, as the saviour of the world; stubborn refusal to repent of our sin and seek his salvation even if we do recognize him as God and the saviour of the world. 

People of God, there’s an awful lot in the Bible, that’s true; and there’s an awful lot to learn about being and living as a Christian in this world. But the essential message of the Bible is really a very, very simple message and it is simply, to anybody and all, without qualification of social standing or race or sex or the kind of sin that is your particular weakness: “Repent and each of you be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” 

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 4th December, 2005


�   One can see that Peter's sermon and answer is skewed to his audience by the following; i) his special mention of receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit is especially designed for a Jewish audience and especially one that had just witnessed the events of Pentecost for it pictured to them all their hopes of the coming age; and ii) the mention of "this perverse generation" also supports this.


�   Lenksi says; "A refusal of baptism would be a repudiation of Christ and of all the gifts contained in his name. He who wants a piece of property wants and accepts the deed of it: if he will not have the deed he may be quite certain he does not really care for the property, especially since both property and deed are a gift." "The holy name is like a signature and deeds to us all that the revelation centering in this name intends to convey. Are signatures to deeds immaterial, to be changed ad libitum? Banks certainly do not think so. When we baptise, all doubt as to the genuineness of the act is always to be excluded." We would not go all the way with Lenksi here. Behind this last sentence is the Lutheran view of baptism. Nevertheless, Lenski is a very good exegete and his use of the idea of a title deed is helpful.


�   Bruce says that baptism itself is not efficacious. In Acts 3:19 baptism is not mentioned. On the other hand, the idea of an unbaptised Christian is simply not entertained in the NT.


�   Bruce comments that Christian baptism differs from John's (cf. Mk 1:4 cf. A.13:24; 18:25; 19:3f.) by being i) in name of Jesus Christ, in the sense that the person called on Jesus Christ and also that the name of  Christ was called over them (15:17; Jas 2:7) as an act of identification; and ii) connected with the Holy Spirit. "The baptism of the Spirit that it was our Lord's prerogative to bestow was, strictly speaking, something that took place once and for all on the day of Pentecost, when he poured 'the promise of the Father' on his disciples and thus constituted them the new people of God; baptism in water continued to be the external sign by which individuals who believed the Gospel message, repented of their sins, and acknowledged Jesus as Lord, were publicly incorporated into the Spirit-baptised fellowship of the new people of God." And Bruce quotes Lampe in connection with 1 Cor.12:13. "Christian baptism represents a realisation and fulfillment of Israel's hope."


�   2 Corinthians 5:21
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