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he Gospel is glad tidings or good news. But the words of Jesus in Luke 13:3 appear to be stern and severe:
“Except you repent, you shall all perish.” Is that command to repent really part of the Gospel? To answer that
question we must first discover the biblical meaning of repentance. Question 87 of the Westminster Shorter
Catechism reads: “What is repentance unto life?” Answer: “Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner, out

of a true sense of his sin, and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ, doth, with grief and hatred of his sin, turn from it unto God,
with_full purpose of, and endeavour afier, new obedience.” We need to be careful how we understand the term repentance. The
word can be used in three specific ways.
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NATURAL REPENTANCE This is something that is the common experience of mankind, regardless of

their various religious convictions. ‘“Natural repentance is that natural feeling of sorrow and self-condemnation, of
which a man is conscious for having done that which he sees he ought not to have done, and which arises from a
discovery of the impropriety of it, or from reflecting on the disagreeable consequences of it to others, and
especially to himself. This feeling of regret frequently occurs when a man, especially a proud and vain man, is
convinced of his having been guilty of some glaring instance of improper conduct, either against, or in the
presence of a fellow-creature, it is sometimes very keen and painful.””

LEGAL REPENTANCE “Legal repentance is a feeling of regret produced in a legalist by the fear that

his violations of the Divine law and especially his gross sins do expose him to eternal punishment. This regret is
increased by his desire to be exempted on the ground of it from the dreadful punishment to which he knows he is
condemned for them. He is extremely sorry, not that he has transgressed the law, but that the law and the justice
of God are so very strict that they cannot leave him at liberty to sin with impunity. His love of sin and his hatred
of holiness continue in all their vigour. And yet under the dominion of his legal temper he presumes to expect
that such repentance as this will in some measure atone for all his crimes against the infinite Majesty of heaven.”
In summation, Robert Reymond writes, “The Scriptures are clear that men may feel remorse over their sins for
any number of reasons. But unless their sorrow for sin is their response to their sense of not only the danger of but
also of the filthiness and odiousness of their sins as contrary to the holy nature and righteous law of God with full
purpose and endeavor to walk with him in all the ways of his commandments, it must be judged as mere ‘worldly
sorrow that produces death.” Godly sorrow, the sinner’s response to the Spirit’s regenerating work in his soul
which normally accompanies the evangelical preaching of the doctrine of repentance, produces ‘repentance
leaving no regrets and leading unto salvation.”””

EVANGELICAL REPENTANCE ‘“Evangelical repentance is altogether different from either of these.

It is a gracious principle and habit implanted in the soul by the Spirit of Christ, in the exercise of which a
regenerate and believing sinner, deeply sensible of the exceeding sinfulness and just demerit of his innumerable
sins is truly humbled and grieved before the Lord, on account of the sinfulness and hurtfulness of them. He feels
bitter remorse, unfeigned sorrow, and deep self-abhorrence for the aggravated transgressions of his life, and the
deep depravity of his nature; chiefly, because by all his innumerable provocations he has dishonoured an infinitely
holy and gracious God, transgressed a law which is ‘holy, and just, and good,” and defiled, deformed, and even
destroyed his own precious soul. This godly sorrow for sin and this holy abhorrence of it arise from a spiritual
discovery of pardoning mercy with God in Christ, and from the exercise of trusting in His mercy. And these
feelings and exercises are always accompanied by an unfeigned love of universal holiness, and by fixed resolutions
and endeavours to turn from all iniquity to God and to walk before him in newness of life. Such, in general is the
nature of that evangelical repentance, to the habit and exercise of which the Tord Jesus calls sinners who hear the
Gospel.” Repentance that is biblical always stems from a biblical understanding of sin. We are told in T John 3:4
that “sin is lawlessness.” We learn from Lamentations 3:42 that sin is “rebellion.” Tt is an act of revolt, a neglect
of obedience.’ Tt includes the idea of perverseness and crookedness.® Because sin is like this it produces, not
happiness, but misery.” “The sinner,” wrote Witsius, “wanders from this mark, proposing something else to
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himself as his end; or not taking his aim aright, as to the object towards which, or the manner in which, he should
have aimed. He acts a part, too, contrary to his incumbent duty; for he cannot without crime neglect or contemn
the end for the prosecution of which he was created: and he renders himself miserable, because he not only
deprives himself of his proper good, which consists in attaining the end of his existence; but brings himself under
obligations to restore to Him who is his Chief end and happiness, that glory of which he has robbed him.”® Sin is
something that is part of everything we are and do. The General Confession of the Book of Common Prayer
contains these words: “We have erred and strayed from thy ways, like lost sheep. We have followed too much
the devices and desires of our own hearts. We have offended against thy holy laws. We have left undone those
things which we ought to have done; and we have done those things which we ought not to have done; and there
is no health in us.” The major problem with sin is not just that it makes us miserable but that it exposes us to the
judgment of God (Romans 1:18). The Bible is very direct and graphic when describing the nature of sin and its
consequences both in the present and in the future. But the Bible also speaks with great clarity about the good
news—that sins can be forgiven.

A.W. Pink notes that “The design of the Holy Spirit in Psalm 130 was to express and represent in the person and

conduct of the Psalmist the case of a soul entangled in the meshes of Satan, overwhelmed by the conscious guilt of

sin, but relieved by a discovery of the grace of God, with its deportment upon and participation of that grace. We
quote the helpful paraphrase of J. Owen in its opening verses: ‘O Lord, through my manifold sins and
provocation I have brought myself into great distresses. Mine iniquities are always before me, and [ am ready to
be overwhelmed with them, as with a flood of waters; for they have brought me into depths, wherein | am ready
to be swallowed up. But yet, although my distress be great and perplexing, I do not, I dare not, utterly despond
and cast away all hopes of relief or recovery. Nor do [ seek unto any other remedy, way, or means of relief, but [
apply myself to Thee, Jehovah, to Thee alone. And in this my application unto Thee, the greatness and urgency
of my troubles makes my soul urgent, earnest, and pressing in my supplication. Whilst I have no rest, I can give

Thee no rest; oh, therefore, attend and hearken unto the voice of my crying!’

When the soul is in such a case—in ‘the depths’ of distress and despondency—there is no relief for it bur in God,

fully unburdening the heart to Him. The soul cannot rest in such a state, and no deliverance is to be obtained

from any creature helps. ‘Asshur shall not save us; we will not ride upon horses; neither will we say any more to
the work of our hands, Ye are our gods: for iz Thee the fatherless (the

grief-stricken and helpless) findeth mercy’ (Hos. 14:3). In God alone is help to be found. The vain things which

deluded Romanists have invented—prayers ‘to the Virgin,” penances, confession to ‘priests,” fastings, masses,

pilgrimages, works of compensation—are all ‘cisterns which hold no water.” Equally useless are the counsels of
the world to sin-distressed souls—to try a change of scenery, diversion from work, music, cheerful society,
pleasure, etc. There is no peace but in the God of peace.”

SUPPLICATION (vv. 1, 2)

The language of the Psalmist is one of anguish. This arises from his deep sense of his sinful condition that only

grows more alarmed at the thought of God. “I remembered you, 0 God, and I groaned; I mused, and my spirit

grew faint.” Ps. 77:3 has a similar refrain. People who never consider their sin in the light of God's holiness will
never understand the Psalmist's travail."

CONSOLATION (vv. 3, 4)

The Psalmist's cry for mercy (v.2) has to do with his sin (note the plural). No one who is guilty can stand before

God. On the contrary, the impression gained from texts like Psalm 76:7; Nehemiah 1:6; Malachi 3:2 is that of

sinking down under the heavy burden of divine judgment. The Psalmist is acknowledging the absolute

hopelessness of his situation if God takes his sin into account.

A Forgiveness: What Is It? There are three Hebrew words translated in English with words like “pardon”
or “forgive.” The first is KIPPER which means to “cover” in the sense of to atone
(IT Chronicles 30:18; Deuteronomy 21:8; Psalm 78:38; Jeremiah 18:23). The second NASA' means to lift
up and carry away (Genesis 50:17; Exodus 10:17; 32:32; Psalm 25:18; 32:5). The final word is SALACH
which means to “let go” or “send away” (cf. Numbers 30:5, 8, 12; Psalm 103:3; Jeremiah 31:34). This
word is used solely of God. Never does this word refer to people forgiving each other."

B. Forgiveness: On What Grounds? Contrary to widespread popular opinion, God does not forgive simply
because we ask Him to or because He is naturally inclined to do so. “Without the shedding of blood
there is no forgiveness of sins” (Hebrews 9:22). Forgiveness is always grounded in redemption. God,
and I say this in light of the teachings of Christianity, cannot forgive sins apart from the cross of Christ.

EXPECTATION (vv. 5-6)

The Psalmist speaks of waiting for the Lord. To what does this refer? The Scriptures, especially the Psalms, often

speak of waiting on God (Psalm 25:3, 5, 21; 27:14; 33:20; 37:7, 9, 34; 39:7; 40:1; 52:9; 59:9; 62:1, 5; 69:3, 6;

104:27; 123:2). The Psalmist’s attitude is that of patient reliance upon God's promises. “Were the promises taken

away,” says Calvin, “the grace of God would necessarily vanish from our sight, and thus our hearts would fail

and be overwhelmed with despair.”"

EXHORTATION (vv. 7-8)

The Psalmist now bids the reader to “hope in the LORD.” Hope in the Bible is never simply a vague, wishful

desire. Rather, it is a glad certainty. Tt is rooted and grounded in the character of God and in His Word (cf.



Romans 5:5; 8:24; Hebrews 6:19). Note how this is underscored. Our God is merciful. With Him (the wit# here
is used to express a quality in one as a disposition or nature) is lovingkindness and plenteous redemption. This
includes not only the forgiveness of sins which the Psalmist cried out for but also the breaking of the power of sin
and setting the captive free from its bonds (cf. John 8:36; Romans 6:18, 22; 8:2; Galatians 5:1).
CONCLUSION: Wisely did the noted Swiss theologian Emil Brunner once say: "The more seriously guilt is regarded,
the more it is realized that somerhing must happen, just because forgiveness is not something which can in any way be
taken absolutely for granted. The more real guilt is to us, the more real also is the gulf between us and God, the more
real is the wrath of God, and the inviolable character of the law of penalty; the more real also the obstacle between God
and man becomes, the more necessary becomes the particular transaction, by means of which the obstacle, in all its
reality, is removed. The more serious our view of guilt, the more clearly we perceive the necessity for an objective—and
not merely Subjective—Atonement.”" This is the only hope for sinners seeking forgiveness. “God also see our sins as
“covered” and “not reckoned” because of the blood of Christ (Romans 4:7-8). Thus, paradoxically, he sees our sins as
both guilt-bringing (and thus producing grief and anger) and guaranteed-of-pardon (though not yet pardoned in the sense of
his response to confession and the actual removal of his fatherly displeasure). What is it that distinguishes God’s judicial
wrath toward the unbeliever’s unconfessed sin from God’s fatherly displeasure toward the believer’s unconfessed sin? The
difference is that the believer is united to God in Christ by a new covenant. The promise of this covenant is that God
will never turn away from doing good to us and will never let us turn away from him, but will always bring us back to
confession and repentance. “I will make with them an everlasting covenant, that I will not turn away from doing good to
them; and 1 will put the fear of me in their hearts, that they may not turn from me” (Jeremiah 32:40, RSV, emphasis
added).”*
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