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Key Elements of the Change Process – Part 1 
 
Introduction 
 
1. Sin 
 
In its totality, sin should be understood as both a disposition as well as actions which are the 
fruit of that disposition (Ps. 51:5; Rom. 3:9-12; 1 John 1:8; Rom. 3:23; 1 John 1:10). 
 
a. Sin is a disposition 
 
Sin is a disposition, a condition of fallenness that is present in every person, whether or not 
they act in a sinful manner (Ps. 51:5; Rom. 5:19, 7:16-17; 1 John 1:8). 
 
Sinful desires precede sinful actions (James 1:14-15). 
 
b. Sinful actions and inactions are the fruit of a sinful disposition. 
 
Sinful actions, are those things we do  that are contrary to God’s moral law (sins of 
commission) (Rom. 3:23; 1 John 1:10). 
 
Sinful inactions are those things we fail to do which God’s word has told us to do (sins of 
omission) (James 4:17). 
 
2. Guilt 
 
Guilt is a consequence of sin. All people are sinners and are therefore guilty before God. 
 
We are guilty both as a result of our inherited sinful disposition (imputed guilt), as well as 
from our sinful actions (active guilt). 
 
a. Imputed guilt 
 
We stand guilty (condemned) before God because we have inherited the guilt of Adam (Rom 
5:18). 
 
In Adam, everyone is “judicially guilty” before God. Adam’s guilt has been imputed to us. 
Thus, we enter this world as judicially guilty sinners. 
 
 
 



Basics of Biblical Discipleship – Key Elements of Change, Part 1 Page 2 
 

b. Active guilt 
 
Active guilt is guilt resulting from the sins we personally commit (Ezek. 22:4; 1 Cor. 5:11). 
 
c. Feelings of guilt 
 
True guilt is different than a sense of guilt, which is a feeling. Feelings of guilt are helpful for 
change and should not be ignored. 
 
d. False guilt 
 
Some Christians suffer from feelings of guilt even when no sin has been committed. 
Psychologists refer to this as “false guilt.” False guilt is not a biblical concept. 
 
e. Dealing biblically with sin and guilt 
 
Sin and guilt are man’s basic problem. The only remedy for dispositional sin and imputed guilt 
is new life in Christ (Ezek. 36:25-27; Rom. 5:19; 2 Cor. 5:21). 
 
The remedy for sinful actions/inactions and active guilt is biblical repentance. 
 
When feelings of guilt are due to actual sin (including violating one’s conscience), biblical 
repentance is the only remedy. 
 
When feelings of guilt are due to one’s failure to live up to an unbiblical standard, the mind 
must be renewed with biblical truth, and a new biblical standard must replace the unbiblical 
standard. 
  
Implications for Discipleship— 
 
We sin because we have a sinful disposition. A person cannot even begin to grow in Christ 
until his or her sinful disposition has been permanently dealt with through new life in Christ, 
which has been appropriated through saving faith and repentance. 
 
For this reason, a disciple-maker can do nothing about a person’s dispositional sin except to 
proclaim the gospel and call the sinner to repentance. 
 
Disciple-makers can help other Christians deal with sin and active guilt by lovingly pointing 
out sin, exhortation, encouragement, warning, teaching, intercession and modeling. Not only 
should we do so out of love (John 13:34), but also in obedience to Christ (Matt. 28:18-20). 
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When guilt is present as a result of a disciple’s personal sin, the disciple-maker can draw the 
disciple’s attention to the need for repentance, God’s never-ending grace, his daily mercies 
and hope for sustaining grace in the future. 
 
Unbiblical feelings of guilt should be dealt with through loving correction and clear biblical 
instruction which encourages and exhorts the believer to think about what is true, honorable, 
just, pure, lovely, commendable, excellent and praiseworthy (Phil. 4:8), and to put on a new 
biblical standard. 
 
3. The Conscience 
 
The conscience is that part of the inner man which is the seat of internal convictions of right 
and wrong (Heb. 10:22; 1 John 3:19-21).  
 
All people, believers and unbelievers alike, have a conscience (Rom. 1:32). The conscience is a 
gift from God. 
 
A properly functioning conscience will evaluate the biblical morality of one’s thoughts and 
actions based on the precepts and principles of Scripture, and will render a verdict of guilt or 
innocence (Heb. 10:22; Acts 23:1, 24:15; 1 Cor. 4:4; 1 John 3:21). 
 
An improperly functioning conscience will result in erroneous evaluations of the biblical 
morality of our thoughts and actions, which may cause a Christian to doubt their salvation (1 
John 3:20). This may also occur as the result of misunderstanding the meaning of a biblical 
precept or principle (1 Cor. 8:7, 10:28-29). 
  
Implication for Discipleship— 
 
An improperly functioning conscience will result in erroneous evaluations of the biblical 
morality of one’s thoughts and actions. For a Christian, this is usually the result of 
misunderstanding the meaning of a biblical precept or principle. 
 
Disciple-makers can help believers come to a correct understanding of the meaning of 
Scripture, which will then properly inform the disciple’s conscience, and result in biblically 
correct verdicts. 
 
4. Faith and Repentance 
 
Saving faith and repentance are two sides of the coin we call conversion. 
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a. Saving faith 
 
Saving faith is a response to God’s grace (“by grace you have been saved”—Eph. 2:8). 
 
Saving faith is exercised by the sinner, who is saved “through faith”—Eph. 2:8). 
 
Saving faith requires more than mental assent. It requires complete and absolute trust in the 
finished work of Christ. This involves the entire inner man. 
 

• I understand facts with my mind (“Noticia”). 
 

• I assent with my emotions. I agree with God (emotional ownership) that I am guilty 
(“Assensus”). 

 
• I choose to put my trust in Christ alone based on what I understand and what I assent 

to.  This is an act of my will (“Fiducia”). 
 
b. Biblical repentance 
 
Key elements of repentance 
 

• Confession 
• Supplication 
• Resolution 
• Action 

 
1. Confession (Ps. 32:5, 51:4; Prov. 28:13; 1 John 1:9). 
 
a. Confession acknowledges personal responsibility for sin. 
 

• You wanted something more than Christ (what does your heart crave?). 
 

• You loved yourself more than Christ (functional self-worship). 
 
2. Supplication 
 
a. Ask God for his cleansing forgiveness (Luke 18:13). 
 
b. Ask God to help you change (Heb. 4:16; James 4:2; 1 John 5:14). 
 
c. Ask God to renew your allegiance to him alone (73:25-26). 
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3. Resolution 
 
Commit your way to the Lord and put your trust in him (Ps. 37:5; Prov. 3:5-7). 
 
4. Action 
 
Replace sinful thoughts and behaviors with God-honoring ones. Flee temptation and idolatry 
(Rom. 12:2; Eph. 4:22-24; 1 Cor. 6:18; 1 Cor. 10:14; Rom 6:12-13). 
 
c. Faith and repentance for daily life 
 
Because our battle against sin will not end until we are at home with the Lord, repentance 
must become a way of life for every believer (Rev. 3:19). 
 
Walking daily by faith as we trust God for all things, is part of the normal Christian life (2 Cor. 
5:7). 
 
Jerry Bridges— 
 
Trust is not a passive state of mind. It is a vigorous act of the soul by which we choose to lay 
hold on the promises of God and cling to them despite the adversity that at times seeks to 
overwhelm us.1 
 
Implications for Discipleship— 
 
As every Christian knows, walking by faith daily and repenting quickly is much easier said 
than done. Sometimes, feelings of guilt associated with actual or perceived sin can produce a 
sense of shame and hopelessness that can cause a believer to spiral into depression. As a 
disciple-maker, with God’s help, you can bring comfort and hope to a “bruised reed” or 
“smoldering wick” disciple, who has temporarily lost sight of God’s amazing grace, his 
exceedingly abundant provision of all things necessary for life and godliness, his enduring 
faithfulness, his eagerness to extend cleansing forgiveness to repentant sinners and his 
promise of future glory. 
 
 
  

                                                 
1 Jerry Bridges, Trusting God Even When Life Hurts, p. 214. 
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Appendix 1 
Hebrew and Greek Words Associated with Sin 

 
Hebrew Word for Sin 
 
 Avah - lit. “bent”– similar to our English word wrong, and carries the concept of 
twisted out of shape. 
 
 Ra - lit. “breaking up, ruin”– embodies the concepts of trouble and destruction, as in 
the trouble caused by breaking up a marriage.  Both the act and its effects are contemplated. 
 
 Pasha - lit. “rebellion against a rightful authority”; “revolt”– embodies the concept of 
rebellion against God. 
 
 Rasha - lit. “confusion, tossing”– embodies the concept of agitation and restlessness, 
not knowing where to turn. 
 
 Maal - lit. “a breach of trust, unfaithfulness, treachery”– embodies the concept of 
breaking a covenant. 
 
 Aven - lit. “nothing, vanity, unprofitable behavior”– embodies the concept of effort 
with no result; a pointless and meaningless pursuit. 
 
 Asham - lit. “guilt” through negligence or ignorance”– embodies the concept of sins 
done in ignorance, some requiring restitution. 
 
 Chatha - lit. “to wander from, fall short of, miss the mark”– this is the common Old 
Testament word for “sin”, and implies blameworthiness.  Has to do more with acts of sin 
rather than the condition of sinfulness. 
 
 Amal - lit. “labor, sorrow”– embodies the concept of a burden, heartache, pain, 
trouble, travail, weariness as consequences of sin. 
 
 Aval - lit. “unjust, unfair”– embodies the concept of iniquity (related to “inequity”).  
Depicts a departure from what is right and focuses on the self-centered nature of sin. 
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Greek Words for Sin: 
 
 Hamartia - lit. “missing the mark”– the common New Testament word for sin.  
Corresponds closely with the Hebrew Chatha, and embodies the concept of a failure to meet 
God’s perfect standard. 
 
 Parabasis - lit. “crossing the boundary line”– embodies the concept of trespassing or 
transgression, as when someone willfully violates God’s law. 
 
 Anomia - lit. “lawlessness”– embodies the concept of living as though God had issued 
no laws, doing what is right in one’s own eyes. 
 
 Parakoe - lit. “disobedience to a call”– embodies the concept of not heeding the 
outward calls of God to walk uprightly before God and men. 
 
 Paraptoma - lit. “falling” when one should be standing upright–embodies the concept 
of “falling down on the job”, failing God by our lack of dependability. 
 
 Agnoema - lit. “defect or shortcoming”–embodies the concept of “ignorance” of what 
one should know, and the consequences of such ignorance. 
 
 Hettema - lit. “defect or shortcoming”– embodies the concept of attempting to give 
God only a part of our lives, an attempt to compartmentalize our faith and separate it from 
the rest of our life.  One defect may ruin all. 
 


