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HOW TO REPENT
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Even from this first sentence, I can tell you this was hard to write—as 
hard as anything I’ve written. My guess is that you picked up this book 
for one of a few reasons: maybe because it’s part of a series and you don’t 
want to miss out on the next volume, or because you’re intrigued by the 
title. Maybe it was sent to you by a friend, or maybe you are a glutton for 
punishment and love repentance. Regardless, I think it’s safe to say no one 
likes repentance. 

In theory, repentance is foundational to our spiritual journey. In fact, 
repentance was the topic of the first of Martin Luther’s famous ninety-
five theses that he nailed to the door of the church in Wittenberg, igniting 
the Protestant Reformation. “[Luther] was saying that repentance is the 
way we make progress in the Christian life. Indeed, pervasive, all-of-life 
repentance is the best sign that we are growing deeply and rapidly into the 
character of Jesus.” 1 Repentance is where spiritual journeys begin, when 
our hearts are opened to the idea that we are sinners in need of a savior. 
In practice, repentance is an incredibly difficult process to endure. Even 
here, “difficult” seems far too small of a word. For me, I am set in my ways 
and don’t like to be told what to do; I especially don’t like to be told that I’m 
wrong and that I need to change. Do you see the difference with those two 
statements? 

In this book, I will be looking at three types of biblical repentance, as 
well as a biblical methodology for how to repent. As you read, remember 
that Jesus actively invites you into this refining process. I pray that it is 
fruitful—no, monumental—in your life. This is tough but important work.
It’s the stripping away of all that you are—changing your habits, your 
thoughts, your actions, your feelings, your behaviors, and your prayers— 
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to be more like Jesus every single day.

JOHN THE BAPTIST AND CHANGING YOUR HEART

In Matthew 3:1–2, we get a glimpse of the importance of repenting. 

The content of John the Baptist’s message is simple and clear. As I read, 
it seemed to yell at me. There is a real sense of urgency, seriousness, 
and straight-forwardness to his message that I find both endearing and 
terrifying. The Message version of Matthew 3:1–2 describes John’s words 
as “simple and austere, like his desert surroundings. ‘Change your life. 
God’s kingdom is here.’” Repentance is simple, yet we find ourselves in the 
habit of not repenting, and when a burly man dressed in camel hair, eating 
locusts and honey, tells us to repent, we freeze, turn away, and act like he’s 
talking to someone else. Or maybe we misunderstood him altogether. 

The idea of a coming kingdom was familiar to students of Old Testament 
Scriptures, according to Walvoord and Zuck. “But the idea that repentance 
was necessary in order to enter this kingdom was something new and 
became a stumbling block to many Jews. They thought as children of 
Abraham they would automatically be granted entrance into Messiah’s 
kingdom. John’s message, however, was that a change of heart was 
necessary before they could qualify for the kingdom.”2

Kierkegaard held obedience in high regard. He said, “The matter is quite 
simple. The Bible is very easy to understand. But we Christians are a 
bunch of scheming swindlers. We pretend to be unable to understand it 
because we know very well that the minute we understand, we are obliged 
to act accordingly.”3 This is similar to what John the Baptist yells to the 

In those days John the Baptist came, preaching 
in the wilderness of Judea and saying, “Repent, 
because the kingdom of heaven has come near!”
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Sadducees and Pharisees (the religious elites of their day) as they pass by. 
Again, read this, or better yet, yell this aloud.

This would’ve stopped me in my tracks. This may have stopped the 
Sadducees and Pharisees in their tracks. “The Pharisees were the ritualists 
of that age, and the Sadducees were the rationalists of the period.”4 They 
are the men that had memorized Scripture, the religious leaders of their 
communities, and now they have a man not too far from standing on a 
soapbox with a sandwich board on his shoulders yelling, “Repent.” “Why, 
John, you ought to have smoothed your tongue a bit and have said some 
pleasant words to these great men, for by so doing perhaps you might 
have won some of the Pharisees, or coaxed some of the Sadducees into 
the kingdom! But that is not John’s method. He is plainspoken and deals 
truthfully with his hearers, for he knows converts made by flattery are but 
flattering converts that are of no real value.”5 

Lineage is an integral part of Hebrew culture, so much so that Matthew 
starts his Gospel laying out how Jesus is in the lineage of Abraham. John 
here decrees to them to not rest on their history. Don’t think that just 
because your father, or his father, or his father’s father believed, you are 
redeemed. This is a personal decision, and the time for your decision is 
right now. Stop doing what you’re doing, turn from your ways, and follow 
what Jesus tells us to be. Truthfully, a decision will be made every time, 

Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the 
coming wrath? Therefore produce fruit consistent 
with repentance. And don’t presume to say to 
yourselves, “We have Abraham as our father.”  
For I tell you that God is able to raise up children 
for Abraham from these stones. The ax is already 
at the root of the trees. Therefore, every tree that 
doesn’t produce good fruit will be cut down and 
thrown into the fire. 

Matthew 3:7–10
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either to repent or not to, but the decision is yours. No one else can make it 
for you, and the end is near. 

DANIEL AND RECOGNIZED SIN

It’s hard for anyone to talk about the coming kingdom of heaven and not 
discuss Revelation or Daniel. Both are prophetic books that go into detail 
of what the coming future days will look like. Daniel’s heart broke for the 
generations of people that had turned away from God. Keep in mind, this 
prayer is after Daniel had been captured, tortured, thrown into a lion’s 
den, tossed into a fiery furnace, experienced uninterpretable dreams, and 
was weighed down by the sin around him. But first, Daniel repents of 
everything that he knows to repent of. 

Daniel mourned his sin. Daniel longed for repentance. He wanted to  
be made right with God, but not only that, he also mourned and repented  
on behalf of his people—people near and far away. He continues in  
Daniel 9:4–7:

I prayed to the Lord my God and confessed:

Ah, Lord—the great and awe-inspiring God who 
keeps his gracious covenant with those who love 
him and keep his commands—we have sinned, 
done wrong, acted wickedly, rebelled, and turned 
away from your commands and ordinances. We 
have not listened to your servants the prophets, 
who spoke in your name to our kings, leaders, 
ancestors, and all the people of the land.

So I turned my attention to the Lord God to 
seek him by prayer and petitions, with fasting, 
sackcloth, and ashes. 

Daniel 9:3
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I encourage you to read the rest of Daniel’s prayer in chapter 9. My heart 
gets heavy when I read it. The list is simple: we have sinned, done wrong, 
acted wickedly, rebelled, and turned away from Your commands. Who does 
that sound like? Me. You. All of us. Our hearts should be breaking and we 
should be longing to be made whole again by our Creator. 

If we jump ahead to the response of Daniel’s prayer, we find this:

 

When was the last time that you were in extreme weariness from your 
prayers and petitions to God? Daniel had been praying and confessing 
the sins of all those around him so often that he had become fatigued. 
Then Gabriel showed up. Now, this isn’t the first time Gabriel and Daniel 
have had a conversation. Just a few verses earlier in Daniel 8:17, we find 
Gabriel first approaching Daniel. And what is Daniel’s response? “When 
he came near, I was terrified and fell facedown.” When the angel Gabriel 
approached Mary hundreds of years later, she was deeply troubled and 
confused. Luke 1:19 tells us, “I am Gabriel, who stands in the presence of 
God, and I was sent to speak to you and tell you this good news.” He stands 

While I was speaking, praying, confessing my sin 
and the sin of my people Israel, and presenting 
my petition before the Lord my God concerning 
the holy mountain of my God—while I was 
praying, Gabriel, the man I had seen in my first 
vision, reached me in my extreme weariness, 
about the time of the evening offering.

Daniel 9:20–21

Lord, righteousness belongs to you, but this day 
public shame belongs to us: the men of Judah, 
the residents of Jerusalem, and all Israel—those 
who are near and those who are far, in all the 
countries where you have banished them 
because of the disloyalty they have shown  
toward you.
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in the presence of God. Let that soak in. Other translations of Daniel 
9:21 add that Gabriel was in “swift flight” to meet with Daniel in prayer. 
Imagine how eager Gabriel was! And in Daniel’s weariness from praying 
and confessing, he comes to him, swiftly. There is action. 

When you are transparent and honest, God hears your cries. Not only that, 
but He hears them at the beginning of your prayers. There is no benchmark 
you have to obtain. Truly, you don’t have to become extremely weary in 
order for God to hear your repentance. And here, there was action. God 
sent Gabriel to give Daniel insight and understanding. 

Charles Spurgeon says this of verse 23: “Unanswered petitions are not 
unheard. God keeps a file for our prayers. They are not blown away by 
the wind; they are treasured in the king’s archives.”6 We know what we 
need to do right now. Repent! The end is near! We don’t know exactly 
what answers to our prayers and petitions will look like or lead to. It’s not 
important what Daniel received, but that he received. Daniel prayed, an 
alarm went off, word went out, and God responded. Gabriel, in swift flight, 
is ready for him to repent. God is ready for us to repent. He is waiting, 
eagerly. 

Is there any area of your life that has been unexamined and is in need 
of repentance? Like much of the Bible, we live a life not focused on God. 
Proverbs 21:2 tells us, “All a person’s ways seem right to him, but the 
Lord weighs hearts.” Isn’t that so true of us! I can do no wrong, my every 
intention is what I think is best—and that’s exactly the issue with this: 

What I think is best. 

Daniel, I’ve come now to give you understanding. 
At the beginning of your petitions an answer 
went out, and I have come to give it, for you are 
treasured by God.

Daniel 9:22–23
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But what does God want from me? I love the use of “weighs” in that verse. 
How hefty is your soul before God? If you’d like to see just how wretched 
we are, spend some time in Proverbs 21 and note the 8 times it refers to the 
wicked. Or take a look at Ephesians 4:19: “They became callous and gave 
themselves over to promiscuity for the practice of every kind of impurity 
with a desire for more and more.” Or to see how God feels about our 
repentance, Ezekiel 33:11: “Tell them, ‘As I live—this is the declaration of 
the Lord God—I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that 
the wicked person should turn from his way and live. Repent, repent of 
your evil ways!’” What God desires is for us to be made whole again, to be 
back in His presence. 2 Chronicles 7:14 says, “And my people, who bear my 
name, humble themselves, pray and seek my face, and turn from their evil 
ways, then I will hear from heaven, forgive their sin, and heal their land.” 
God is eagerly awaiting us to return to Him, to be made right with Him, to 
be close to Him. 

Why do all this? Why should we be like Psalm 18:21 and “have kept the 
ways of the Lord and have not turned from my God to wickedness?” Why 
are we so susceptible to falling away and doing what we desire? Why are 
our desires often antithetical to what God has for us? 

DAVID AND TRUE REPENTANCE 

The Bible is filled with characters that we ought to emulate. Jesus, 
obviously, but John the Baptist and Daniel are also great examples of what 
it means to live a life worthy of your calling. Another such example is the 
life of David. It is said that David loved God with his whole heart. David 
isn’t without his blemishes and stains, but I’d love to turn our attention to 
how David repented, arguably a pattern for us to follow in true repentance. 

Psalm 32 is a psalm of joy, the joy of forgiveness. Many pair this psalm 
as a continuation of Psalm 51 as David cries out to God to restore him 
after sinning against God and God alone. These two psalms show us a 
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great example of how in true repentance our sin not only disgusts us, but 
tortures our soul, and we long to be made right and whole in the presence 
of the Almighty. “Psalm 51 stands as a paradigm of prayers for forgiveness 
of sins. Its superscription ascribes the occasion to David’s sin of adultery 
with Bathsheba, an incident in which David broke several of the Ten 
Commandments. Believers have been comforted by the fact that since 
David’s sins were forgiven theirs can be too.”7

This psalm begins with David’s plea to God for His grace—grace that is 
handed out freely and excessively through His faithful love: 

God is faithful to our repentance. It is important to note the verbs used in 
these verses: blot out, wash away, and cleanse. “Blot out” is a verb used in 
conjunction with human records, meaning to make me whole with those 
around me again. “Wash away” is a verb often used to describe washing 
clothing or the body, meaning wash me and make me clean. “Cleansing” 
here is a ceremonial, liturgical cleansing, asking God to make him clean 
in His presence. All need to be purified and made new. David also 
acknowledges that at no point in his life has he been without sin, and that 
it is only through God’s forgiveness and salvation that we are able to be 
brought into His company.

Charles Spurgeon says this of verse 7: “‘Wash me and I will be whiter than 

Be gracious to me, God, according to your faithful 
love; according to your abundant compassion, 
blot out my rebellion. Completely wash away 
my guilt and cleanse me from my sin. For I am 
conscious of my rebellion, and my sin is always 
before me. Against you—you alone—I have 
sinned and done this evil in your sight. So you are 
right when you pass sentence; you are blameless 
when you judge. Indeed, I was guilty when I was 
born; I was sinful when my mother conceived me.  

Psalm 51:1–5
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snow.’ … Searching through the whole of Scripture, or at least through the 
Old Testament, I do not know where we have the record of a worse sin 
committed by one who yet was a true child of God.”8 

David’s sins were great. They separated him from God. Likewise, our sins 
are great and divide us from our Savior. But take heart, God hears our cries 
for Him to draw near! Notice in verses 7–9 that David reverses the order 
of the repentant verbs from earlier as a petition to how God will forgive his 
sins—God first (cleanse), self next (wash me), and finally, others (blot out).

This is David’s earnest request to God to not leave him or dispose of him 
in the similar way Saul was ousted from his kingship for his sin. David was 
aware that the joy he longed for, the joy that was present in his salvation, 
was only available to him in repentance. And as the joy returned through 
the process of repentance, it showed in the form of evangelism. There 
was no way that he could not tell others of the saving grace that only God 
provides. The same is true with us! How can we not speak of the love 
and grace and forgiveness that God has offered us? We should be telling 
everyone around us that they too can experience the same comfort and joy 
we have. Repent and turn from your wicked ways, for God longs for us to 
be near to Him.

Psalm 32 takes place after David has been restored—note the happiness, 
relief, and trust David has in his Savior. This is the same joy that we can 
experience! 

God, create a clean heart for me and renew a 
steadfast spirit within me. Do not banish me 
from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from 
me. Restore the joy of your salvation to me, and 
sustain me by giving me a willing spirit. Then I will 
teach the rebellious your ways, and sinners will 
return to you.

Psalm 51:10–13
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David’s joy is not overshadowed by the urgency he directs towards others, 
praying for immediate repentance. David and the repentant sinner’s 
strength and refuge are in God. Sin does not hold us, but only in the gift of 
God’s grace might we be able to be filled with true joy. Again, David lays 
out a plan for evangelism as we all ought to be sharing the ability to have 
this joy with those around us. 

THE LOST SON, THE ROMANS ROAD,  
AND HOW TO REPENT

In Luke 15, we find the Parable of the Lost Son. Growing up for me, and 
perhaps more recognizable to you, this parable was often referred to as  
the Prodigal Son. I also had a misconception around the word prodigal— 
I thought it meant to return, focusing on the end of the parable, but 
actually, prodigal is in reference to the son’s lavish living and opulent 
spending, often a wasteful expenditure. 

Most of us know this story. A son decides that he wants his inheritance, 
his father gives it to him, only for the son to squander it, become a servant 
to work amongst pigs, and finally, in shame, return to his father. 

Michael Kelley dramatized the steps back to the house: “If we could peek 

How joyful is the one whose transgression is 
forgiven, whose sin is covered! How joyful is a 
person whom the Lord does not charge with 
iniquity and in whose spirit is no deceit!

Therefore let everyone who is faithful pray to you 
immediately. When great floodwaters come, they 
will not reach him. You are my hiding place; you 
protect me from trouble. You surround me with 
joyful shouts of deliverance.

Psalm 32:1–2, 6–7
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inside the mind of the son during that walk, we might see him rehearsing 
over and over again the words he would say to his father. He wanted the 
apology to be just right, not too long, but saying everything he had thought 
of in the past days. He wanted to express exactly how foolish he had been 
and to convince his father of how much better of a son he would be in 
the future. The tension built as he started to pass familiar landmarks, and 
all the way he repeated the words to himself. One step at a time, his head 
hung lower and lower in shame and self doubt. And then he got within 
sight of the house.”9

What happens next fills my heart with joy: “But while the son was still a 
long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion. He ran, 
threw his arms around his neck, and kissed him” (Luke 15:20). His father 
was watching, eager for his return. Scanning the horizon for a glimpse of 
his son to come home, his father waited. And the moment he saw him, he 
dropped whatever he was doing and ran to him! No matter how foolish the 
son had been, he was still his son and he loved him dearly. 

In the case of the lost son, repentance looks like returning home. Just as 
the father had compassion on his son, we too are extended this same love 
when we return. Isn’t it wonderful knowing that God has an unending 
supply of grace and forgiveness waiting for you?

I heard an illustration years ago that has stuck with me. All of us are 
liars. At one point in our lives, we have told a lie. Now, the punishment 
associated with the lie is completely dependent upon who you told the lie 
to. If you lied to me (I realize we likely haven’t met), I would be hurt, and I 
might not trust you moving forward. Now, if a close friend of mine lied to 
me, we would have a conversation about it and things might be different 
for a while. When I was younger and lied to my parents, who had authority 
over me, I would get grounded for an amount of time, you know, to “think 
about it.” If you lie to your boss, you might lose your job. If you lie under 
oath to the government, it’s called perjury and can be a felony with a 12-
year prison sentence. Your punishment increases as the authority over you 



12

increases. Imagine what the punishment would be if you lied, or sinned, 
against your Creator. 

Romans lays out what our punishment would be. Let me walk you down 
the journey of the Romans Road. First, we find an admission that we are 
fallen and sinful. “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” 
(Romans 3:23). But, and it’s a huge thing to note, Romans 5:8 says, “But 
God proves his own love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ 
died for us.” I think we could’ve stopped after the first two words of that 
verse: “But God.” Isn’t it wonderful that Christ died for us so that He is the 
sacrifice for our sins? All of our sins. When He died and covered our sins, 
all of our sins were future sins. Isn’t it wonderful knowing that Jesus covers 
all of the sins we don’t know about yet—He covered us all! Because of 
Jesus’ death, we are seen as white as snow!

Romans 6:23 then tells us what our punishment ought to be for sinning: 
“For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ 
Jesus our Lord.” This free gift is waiting for you. Receive it! Romans 10:9–10 
says, “If you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your 
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. One believes 
with the heart, resulting in righteousness, and one confesses with the 
mouth, resulting in salvation.” 

Finally, Romans 10:13 says, “For everyone who calls on the name of the 
Lord will be saved.” Spurgeon says of verse 13, “A person cannot call on 
the name of the Lord unless he trusts in that name. We must have reliance 
on the name of Christ, or else we have not called on him rightly. For those 
who have become aware of their guilt and awakened to their danger, here 
is their remedy.”10

How comforting and how simple it is to humble ourselves and be made 
right with God. I ask you, where do you stand with God today? Repent! The 
end is near. Do you know what happens when we repent? Romans 5 gives 
us a list: righteousness, faith, peace, access, grace, rejoicing, endurance, 
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proven character, hope that cannot disappoint—that’s a pretty solid list of 
attributes I desire in forgiveness. 

The Parable of the Lost Son concludes with an explanation from the father 
to another son. “But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother 
of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found” (Luke 15:32).
How great a rejoicing is had when we repent! 

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

Imagine tossing a rock into a lake. The rock makes a splash, big or small, 
but then you see the ripples that go in every direction. When Jesus comes 
into our lives, it is like a splash in the lake of our heart. For some, Jesus is 
a small splash. For me, I grew up in the church, and knowing about Jesus 
was common in my upbringing. When Jesus stepped into my life and 
became real, there was a noticeable splash. Now, for some, Jesus coming 
into their lives is a huge boulder causing waves—and praise God for that! 
When the Rock enters our lives, we are all changed, no matter how new 
to us the gospel seems. We can be the ripple when repentance is lived out. 
Live out your ripple. 

2 Corinthians 5:16–17 shows us how our ministry should work:

After repentance, we look different. We are different. Suddenly, seeing a 
man dressed in camel’s hair, eating locusts and honey, yelling at people to 
repent doesn’t seem so odd. His perspective is different. Our perspective 
should be different, too. We should not fear repentance; it is not a 

From now on, then, we do not know anyone from 
a worldly perspective. Even if we have known 
Christ from a worldly perspective, yet now we no 
longer know him in this way. Therefore, if anyone 
is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has 
passed away, and see, the new has come!
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consequence for doing wrong, but rather it is the marvelous realization of 
God’s grace that abounds!

George Whitfield developed a list of nightly questions he would ask 
himself in order to deal with his sin, followed with this prayer: “God give 
me a deep humility and a burning love, a well-guided zeal and a single eye, 
and then let men and devils do their worst! Make me happy enough in you 
to avoid sin and wise enough in you to avoid danger, that I may always do 
what is right in your sight, in your name I pray, Amen.”11

How will you live out your ripple? How excited are you to repent, and to 
share that redemption with others? How can you find enough happiness 
and wisdom in God to avoid sin, yet marvel at the grace offered to us in 
repentance? In Romans 6:1–2, Paul says, “Should we continue in sin so 
that grace may multiply? Absolutely not!” Because living in His grace and 
goodness alters the course of our lives. 

I told a colleague of mine that I wish people could read all the articles, 
books, and Scriptures I devoured to understand repentance more. In jest, 
I wish I could quote entire articles. When I started writing this project, 
I was incredibly fearful. I thought, “Get ready to peel back some layers 
of my guilt, shame, and sin.” But instead I found Jesus adding more and 
more layers of God's forgiveness and love. My prayer for you is that you 
find God waiting eagerly for you, ready to swiftly come to you in your 
repentance. 
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