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REPENTANCE COMMANDED 
“Now God commands all men everywhere to repent.” This is the 
information given by Paul to pagan Greeks. It is not the only 
command given to men, to repent. Such were given by John the 
Baptist, by Jesus, by Christ and the Spirit to the Seven Churches of the 
Revelation, and of course the general message of repentance was 
carried to the world by the early church. 
 
The question is, “What is repentance?” If we commence with the 
New Testament meaning, we can then turn back to the Old Testament 
treatment of the idea. The word metanoia, used for repentance in the 
New Testament is compounded of two words “change of” and “mind “ 
The Greek word nous from which the second part— noia—is derived 
means “mind.” It is used in Romans 12:2 where Paul calls for a 
renewing of the mind. The term ‘‘meta” is also used in Romans 12:2 
where it is translated “transformed” with its added word ‘‘morphe” in 
its verbal form. The word “morphe” means form. Metamorphosis 
then means “change of form.” Similarly repentance [metanoia] means 
“change of mind.” It is important to keep this in mind, because the 
common understanding of repentance seems to incorporate sorrow, 
anguish, a turning from sin, a turning to God, conversion, and even 
restitution. Repentance is not all these things, although it certainly 
involves them. 
 
Sorrow or contrition for sin leads to repentance, and rejection of sin, 
turning to God, are fruits of repentance, rather than the repentance 
itself. However we need not be too technical. It does not matter if 
people see repentance as involving all these. Yet what we must be 
careful to do is to get to the core meaning of repentance, or “change of 
mind.” This is seen clearly when God, in the Old Testament is said to 
repent of something He has done, or of some judgement He has made. 
It cannot mean He has sorrow for making that assertion, but rather 
that, viewing the circumstances He has—in this case, out of His 
mercy—changed His mind or attitude. We have an example of this in 
Exodus 32 where God is going to destroy Israel for idolatry. Moses 
reasons 



COMMANDED REPENTANCE AND FULL FORGIVENESS 3

with God and says, “Turn from thy fierce wrath and repent of this evil 
(calamity) against thy people.” In Nineveh under the visitation of the 
prophet Jonah the people repent of their evil and then say, “Who 
knows, God may yet repent and turn from His fierce anger, so that we 
perish not?” 
It must be agreed that other uses of the word repentance clearly mean 
to turn away from sin and turn to God. It is to turn totally and to be 
committed utterly to God. An example of this is in Ezekial 14:6 
“Therefore say to the house of Israel, ‘Thus says the Lord God: repent 
and turn away from your idols: and turn your faces away from your 
abominations.” In I Kings 8:47 it is said, “Yet if they lay it to heart in 
the land to which they have been carried captive, and repent, and make 
supplications etc.” Even here two aspects can be seen:–(a) Repenting, 
and (b) Turning. 

Repentance in the New Testament 
The New Testament, at least in Mark’s Gospel opens with the message 
of repentance. In Mark 1:4 we read “John the baptiser appeared in the 
wilderness preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 
sins.” John’s father Zachariah had prophesied over him, as a babe that 
he would “give knowledge of salvation to His people, for the 
remission of sins.” 
 
John treated this act of repentance with great concern. In Matthew 
3:5–6 the people really repent, the fruit of which is the confession of 
their sins. However in Matthew 3:7–10, and Luke 3:7–9 he warns the 
Pharisees, Sadducees and others whom, he discerns have not repented. 
He requires of them the fruits of repentance before he will baptise. 
 
Jesus also comes preaching repentance. His cry is “The time appointed 
is fulfilled and the Kingdom of God is at hand: repent and believe the 
Gospel.” We need to notice, even at this beginning that when 
repentance is demanded there is always a reason. We see at least two 
reasons:– (i) The Kingdom is at hand that is about to come and (ii) 
That it will lead to the forgiveness of sins. We shall return to this point 
later. Let us note that repentance to the people who accept 
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John is a wonderful matter, but to those who reject him it seems 
couched in terms of judgement, for John has said, “‘you brood of 
vipers and snakes! Who has wanted you to flee from the wrath to 
come.” He then proceeds to speak of Christ with the winnowing flail 
in His hand, a picture of judgement or as having an axe to strike at the 
rotten root of the tree Israel. Both are very graphic pictures. 
 
Another rather drastic teaching concerning repentance is in the 
thirteenth chapter of Luke’s Gospel. At that time some Passover 
pilgrims had been cut down by Pilate’s soldiers as they had offered 
sacrifice. It was obviously indicated by those who reported the 
incident to Jesus that they considered these unfortunates to be worse 
than other Jews. Jesus gave a categorical “No!’’ to this 
misunderstanding. He quoted the incident of a number of folk crushed 
by a tower in Siloam which had fallen. Jesus said in effect, “You think 
that people who suffer in this way are great sinners. No, this is not the 
case. All in Israel need to repent. Unless you repent, you will also 
perish.” He did not necessarily mean some great catastrophe would 
come to them, but that all Israel was under doom where it had not 
repented. This gives great point to the command by both John and 
Jesus to Israel, that all should repent. We do know also, that great 
judgement came to Israel in A.D. 70. 

Sinners and Repentance 
There is an incident described in Luke 5:27 to 39. Matthew, the 
taxgatherer has suddenly left his business and followed Jesus. 
Doubtless this was the outcome of having heard and seen Jesus. The 
Sermon on the Mount so carefully reported by Matthew indicates that 
he had heard and been touched by it. As a result of his experience he 
wishes his friends to meet and hear Jesus and arranges a feast. At the 
feast all seem to be enjoying themselves. Gloomy ascetic disciples of 
the Pharisees frown on the merriment. They chide Jesus, and Jesus 
tells them that in fact it is an occasion of great joy. He describes the 
new life these 
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have found as new material which an old garment cannot retain when 
sown into it, or as new wine which is too strong for worn leather 
bottles to contain when fermenting in them. 
 
The key to His description is that He has come to call sinners to 
repentance. The conclusion we draw is that repentance has brought 
great joy to these moral outcasts. There may be a little irony in His 
statement “Those who are well have no need of a physician but those 
who are sick; I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to 
repentance.” This fits very well in the fifteenth chapter of Luke with 
the stories of the Lost Coin, the Lost Sheep and the Lost Son, the 
commentary on which is that there is joy in heaven before the angels, 
over one sinner who repents Repentance, in these instances is 
associated with joy. 

The Christian Gospel and Repentance 
It is clear that those genuinely baptised of John, and who had repented 
were logically oriented to the Kingdom. It must not be thought that 
John’s baptism actually brought remission of sins, for that was 
impossible. It meant that as they entered the Kingdom they would 
receive this fruit of the Kingdom forgiveness. John had pointed to 
Christ as the One who would take away the sin of the world. However 
it was not until the night of His betrayal at the last supper that Jesus 
promised such universal forgiveness. 
 
When He rose from the dead He appeared to His disciples and said 
that the Old Testament Scriptures had made the following 
predictions:–(i) That He should suffer and rise from the dead, and (ii) 
That repentance and remission of sins should be preached in His name 
among all the nations, commencing at Jerusalem. That is, based on the 
death of Christ there was to be a universal proclamation of repentance 
and remission of sins. 
 
This program does not commence until Pentecost when the Spirit 
descends, and in power the apostles preach. Their preaching is 
certainly not directly of repentance and remission of sins, but rather  
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the Lordship of Christ. When they show Him — the man Christ 
Jesus—to be Lord of all the earth, great fear stirs in the hearts of those 
who have crucified Him, and they cry out to the apostles, “Men, and 
brethren, what shall we do?” They are in a dilemma. To have killed the 
Prince of Glory is a hideous crime. Is not this the unpardonable sin, the 
sin done with a high hand?’ The answer, amazingly enough is “No!” 
Peter says, ‘–Repent, and be baptised everyone of you, in the name of 
Jesus Christ, for the remission of sins and you shall receive the gift of 
the Holy Spirit.” Notice the rich incentive to repent. It is not threat but 
promise which evokes repentance, or a change of mind. We are told 
that 3,000 responded, repented and were baptised. 
 
Shortly afterwards a remarkable incident takes place (Acts 3) when a 
crippled man is miraculously healed. As a result a large crowd gathers. 
and again Christ’s Lordship is preached. Then Peter gives his message, 
which should be looked at carefully, ‘ Repent, therefore, and turn 
again that your sins may be blotted out, that times of refreshing may 
come from the present of the Lord, and that He may send the Christ 
appointed for you, Jesus, whom heaven must receive until the time for 
establishing all that God spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets 
from of old.” Again we see that repentance is evoked by rich promise. 

The Gentiles and Repentance 
It has sometimes been said — mistakenly — that only the Jews had to 
repent, for they alone had crucified Him. The answer to this is given in 
Acts 4:27 where Jews and Gentiles are included in the crucifixion 
action. Also Acts 17:3 speaks of a command which is universal, the 
command to repent. 
The mistake has been made because Peter seemed to include no 
command to repent, when he went down and preached to the 
Gentiles— he very first Gentile audience—at Caesarea. In fact, as we 
will see the message of repentance, though not explicit was implied in 
his proclamation. If we read Acts 10:1 to 11:18 we will see the whole 
incident. Here it is sufficient to say 
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that the Gentiles were ready for Peter’s message. They were a willing 
audience. Roughly speaking his message was (i) The man Jesus was 
testified to by John and by the fact that he was anointed by God with 
the Holy Spirit and power. (ii) Though crucified he was raised and as 
such has been appointed to judge the entire world. (iii) The ancient 
message of the prophets was that whoever believed on His name 
would receive remission of sins. 
Hearing this message there is immediate faith, and in that split second 
of faith, the Holy Spirit descends on them, and they are baptised for 
the remission of sins, as were those at Pentecost. When the Jews of 
Jerusalem hear this they are astonished, and ask an explanation from 
Peter. Peter tells them carefully what had happened, including the 
remarkable descent of the Spirit on the Gentiles, which causes the 
Jews to exclaim in astonishment, “Then to the Gentiles also God has 
granted repentance unto life.” Note, in passing that repentance is 
evoked naturally by the promise of forgiveness. 

The Jews and Repentance 
We now go back to an official investigation by the Sanhedrin—the 
Jewish parliament—of the events of Pentecost and the healing of the 
crippled man, as also the movement towards belief in Jesus as 
Messiah. It is described in Acts 5 :12–32. This too, should be read 
carefully. The climax is reached when Peter describes the events of the 
crucifixion and resurrection. He concludes (verses 31–32), “God 
exalted him (Jesus) at his right hand, to give repentance to Israel, and 
forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the 
Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him.” 
 
Peter is making an astounding claim. He is saying that repentance and 
remission of sins — to which the prophets looked; has now come 
through Jesus. This of course refers back to famous prophecies such as 
the new covenant of Jeremiah 31:31–34 which was quoted by Jesus at 
the Last Supper and Ezekiel 36:24–28 where the cleansing of all sins 
and idolatry is promised. 
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In other words, the events for which the faithful in Israel had waited, 
has now, in Jesus, arrived. More, John had insisted that all needed the 
baptism of repentance with a view to the remission of sins. Jesus had 
also called for this, and in Luke 13:1f. had insisted that all Israel 
needed repentance. Now, according to Peter, this Jesus has poured out 
repentance, from the very throne of God! Israel now has the gift, 
which, incidentally he couples with the forgiveness of sins. That is a 
new day has come for Israel. No wonder the Sanhedrin becomes 
enraged and wishes to kill the apostles. 

THE NATURE OF REPENTANCE 
We now come to examine the practical elements of repentance. We 
have described it as a change of mind or attitude. We need to see that 
this is a very deep change, in fact it is a change which affects man 
totally. Wherever there is true repentance, the whole person is 
changed. 
First let us see: 

[i] Repentance and Remorse 
That there is a vast difference between repentance and remorse. In II 
Corinthians 7:10 Paul says, “Godly grief produces a repentance that 
leads to salvation, and brings no regret, but worldly grief produces 
death.” We can say a grief or sorrow that God initiates leads to 
repentance. A grief that man’s spirit initiates is harsh and deadly. 
 
Perhaps the clearest example of both is in the stories of Saul and 
David. Saul is always a man who is lost in inferiority, who makes 
strange vows, who is too impatient to wait until God works, and who 
has intense remorse when he does wrong, but never exhibits clean 
repentance. The fifteenth chapter of the first book of Samuel shows the 
gravity of his sin when Samuel says, “To obey is better than sacrifice, 
and to hearken than the fat of rams. For rebellion is as the sin of 
divination, and stubbornness is as iniquity and idolatry. Because you 
have rejected the word of the Lord, he has rejected you from being 
king.” Saul keeps excusing his sin, and never clearly repents. We see 
him grow into a morose 
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man, haunted by a dark spirit, and jealous of David Finally he commits 
suicide, after playing around with divination. 
David on the other hand sins dreadfully in adultery with Bath–Sheba 
and the murder of Uriah the Hittite. Yet when confronted by the 
prophet Nathan he sees his sin and has deep sorrow for it. Psalm 51 is 
the classical Psalm of the repentant man. If one wishes to understand 
repentance in all its elements then he should read this Psalm. David, 
having repented resumes a useful and rich life. 
 
A sad picture of remorse is Judas. Whilst it is true that it says in 
Matthew 27:3 that Judas repented, the verb is not the same. Although 
it is not correct to translate it as having been remorseful, yet in the 
context it goes close to meaning that. 

[ii] Repentance is a Gift 
Two passages make this very clear—Acts 5.31, and 11:18. God has 
given repentance to Israel. God has given repentance to the Gentiles. 
That is to say that the gift of repentance is now universal. It is there for 
any man who will repent. If we ask “Why is it a gift?” the answer is 
“Because man cannot, of himself repent.” The full answer involves the 
whole fact that, as Jesus said, “He who commits sin is the bondslave 
of sin.” He cannot extricate himself. He cannot repent. We would need 
to see that in fact the whole work of saving and renewing a man is 
initiated by God. Repentance is a gift, faith is a gift, forgiveness is a 
gift. The mystery we cannot explain is why one man takes and uses the 
gift and another will not. Perhaps we have to leave it there—he wills 
not to receive and use it. 
 
Two rather frightening cases present themselves to us. One is in Acts 
8: 4–24, and the other Hebrews 12:12–17. In both these cases the two 
men mentioned—Simon the Magician and Esau are seen to be related 
to bitterness. Simon should have repented and found grace, but he still 
persists with his old life. In the second case it is not easy to distinguish 
whether Esau is seeking the experience of repentance himself, or 
God’s repentance, that is that God will change His mind from 
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His original intention and change the blessing from Jacob to Esau. 
These two cases warn against taking the gift of repentance lightly. 

[iii] Repentance is Evoked 
By this we mean men repent when they have an incentive. Generally 
that incentive is a gracious one, one that draws out a positive response. 
For those who heard the preaching of John or Jesus, the very fact that 
the Kingdom of heaven was at hand was a joyful thing. Perhaps that 
was what Jesus meant when He said that men now take the Kingdom 
by violence. They press into it; they rush into the waters of baptism! 
The case of Matthew is clear. He found joy and release in Christ. The 
prodigal son who is a clear case of repentance came to himself and 
saw the desirability of the father’s home, and coveted even being a 
workman in it. Little mean Zacchaeus was deeply moved by Jesus’ 
statement that he was going to dine with the taxgatherer. His fruits of 
repentance were quickly seen in the restitution he made. The woman 
who was a sinner repented, and found the incredible joy of 
forgiveness. Those on the Day of Pentecost were overjoyed that 
repentance would deliver them. 
 
Most moving case of all is that of the thief on the Cross. Here is 
classic repentance if you will. A hardened and bitter criminal, 
blaspheming Jesus, suddenly becomes quiet, silences his fellow–thief, 
and admits that he suffers for his own sin, and that Jesus has done 
nothing wrong. A sociological miracle if ever there was one! 
 
We may ask ourselves “What happened here?” The answer is the same 
for every man. A revelation of God’s love. Nothing less. It came from 
no reasoned explanation of God’s love. It came through in the cry 
“Father!” The thief recognised the truth of it, even in spite of the grisly 
situation in which Jesus was. He heard the gentle words, “Forgive 
them, for they know not what they do.” Repentance evoked? What 
else? Repentance simply and naturally follows the revelation of the 
love of God. When that revelation comes and there is no response, 
then let us put it this way 



COMMANDED REPENTANCE AND FULL FORGIVENESS 11

failure to repent is refusal to repent, and is not natural, but unnatural. 

[iv] Repentance is Commanded 
Repentance is always a command, even if it often seems to be couched 
as an invitation. John commanded; Jesus commanded: Peter 
commanded: Paul commanded. Yet in fact it was God who 
commanded. “God has commanded all men, everywhere to repent, for 
He has fixed a day in which He will judge the world in righteousness 
by a man whom He has appointed, and of this He has given assurance 
by raising Him from the dead. “ (Acts 17: 30). 
  
The command, which comes as an invitation to the truly repentant, 
comes harshly, even grimly to those who do not wish to repent. We 
take it that the latter lack the “fear of the Lord which is the beginning 
of wisdom” and that when this fear comes it destroys carelessness, and 
makes the opportunity for repentance a matter of relief. We trust so. In 
Acts 6:7 we read that a whole company of the priests was obedient to 
the faith. We think they had even been opposed to the Gospel. Now 
they repent. 
 
There are those who do not. The Sanhedrin, hearing the same Gospel 
of the Lordship of Christ, as had the crowd at Pentecost, refuses to 
believe. Paul at Antioch in Pisidia anticipates rejection of the Gospel, 
(see Acts 13:38–40) and again at Rome (Acts 28:25–28). In Acts 
24:25 as Paul preaches the word Felix becomes terrified, and in Acts 
26:28 Agrippa refuses to repent. 

[v] Repentance Brings Total and Dramatic Change 
One of our problems today when we study the Scriptures is that we 
work back from what we see to what we read. This is wrong. Because 
repentance is an almost unseen act, we accept the fact that all who call 
themselves believers have truly repented. This is not necessarily so. 
The dramatic change in the Jews in the Samaritans and the Gentiles 
speaks of a total change of mind. In all the Epistles we do not find a 
further call for repentance, although we find many a call for us to live 
consistently with our initial repentance. It is true that 
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in the 2nd and 3rd chapters of the Revelation the call for repentance 
comes time and again. It is where the church has fallen into grievous 
error, wrong practice, immorality or has abandoned its first love. It is 
also true that a constant renewal must go on in the believer, but the 
initial change of mind, and all that is effected by it, does not have to be 
repeated. Let us state it clearly, that one change of mind is total and 
radical. One writer has put it thus. “Repentance is a revolution in that 
which is most determinative in human personality and is the reflex in 
consciousness of the radical change wrought by the Holy Spirit in 
regeneration.” 
 
In Acts 3:19 and 26:17–20 we see how climactic and total it is. We see 
that sorrow comes before repentance as in II Corinthians 7: 10, and 
that repentance is followed by conversion—turning to God—with the 
forgiveness of sins, and so regeneration. Repentance is always 
certified by its fruits. 
 
It is good for us to read of the total change in all who repented. It is 
equally good for us to see whether, in fact we are sure of our salvation, 
that we are justified, forgiven, regenerated and made sons by adoption, 
and have the Spirit of Christ. Repentance is not apart from these. 

Conclusion: All Must Repent 
In many places of Scripture, especially in the Book of the Revelation 
we have those who refuse to repent. In 10:20 we read, following the 
visitation by God of terrible plagues, “The rest of mankind, who were 
not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands, 
nor give up worshipping demons and idols of gold and silver and 
bronze and stone and wood, which cannot either see or hear or walk: 
nor did they repent of their murders or their sorceries or their 
immorality or their thefts.” 
It does not mean, that men will not be terrified of the wrath to come, or 
even the wrath that has come. Yet the final judgement is beyond man’s 
comprehension. His doom will be sealed; his remorse fixed forever. 
Why does not man run to God now and accept His mercy! In that day 
there can be none, since it has been rejected. 
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Truly God has commanded all men everywhere to repent and made 
sure that repentance and remission of sins are preached in all places. 
What of us who write now, and us who read? Have we repented? Let 
us gladly take the gift of God and repent. And if, by chance we be of 
those who have drifted, let us renew our repentance as we cry, “Turn 
us, oh Lord, and we shall be turned.” 

THE FULLNESS OF FORGIVENESS 
 “Son, be of good cheer. Your sins are forgiven.” Jesus spoke to the 
paralytic lowered down through the broken ceiling. His rousing 
statement met with two reactions, wonderment, and complaining. 
Wonderment —because forgiveness is a greatly coveted thing, and 
few ever experience it, complaining because, as they said, “Who has 
power to forgive sins?” 
 
The paralytic astonished the crowd by standing up, as he was 
commanded, placing his bed on his head, and walking through the 
parting crowd, they at first hushed in wonder, then roaring with praise. 
The question for the reader is this, “Do you know the forgiveness of 
sins? Has a voice said to you, “Buck up! Your sins are forgiven!?” If 
you ask the question in reply, “What does forgiveness do for man?” 
then the answer is, “Just about everything.” Mainly it releases him 
from the tension of his guilt, the pressure of his past, and the burden of 
his shame. He is a free man. A forgiven man is about the free–est man 
in the world. These are brave words, but we will see that this is the 
case. 

1. The Great History of Forgiveness 
Some people debate the nature of guilt, particularly as to whether 
people ought to feel guilty over certain acts, or indeed whether guilt 
feelings are necessary at all. They envisage a humanity which is set 
free from these things. Whether they can be or not, many who try to 
heal men of their guilt commence with the practical fact of present 
guilt. 
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In the Old Testament the knowledge of laws and sins is present, and 
not only in Israel. An interesting story is told in Genesis 20 of 
Abimelech, king of Gerar, who took Sarah, Abraham’s wife, having 
been told she was his sister. His discovery of the truth causes him to 
say to Abraham “What have you done to us? And how have I sinned 
against you, that you brought on me and my kingdom a great sin.” 
Abimelech had this sense of sin. However it is when we come to Israel 
that the question of sin is a very deep one. Nor can we go into it, at this 
point, in depth. What we do know is that their law was greatly helpful 
to the sinner. These laws found in the first five books of the Bible, 
which incidentally, the Jew called “the law”, are very carefully set out. 
The nature of sin, its punishment, and its sacrifice to take it away are 
all written down. 
 
Without doubt the sacrifices taught the people the solemnity of sin. 
Not all that death and sacrifice in the temple, not all those streams of 
blood, nor all the cries of the animal victims were in vain. They 
delineated the awful nature of sin. Yet at the same time they brought 
relief to the conscience. They knew themselves, through those 
sacrifices, to be freed from their guilt. To put it plainly, they needed no 
psychiatrist. That altar relieved their guilt. They needed no sedative or 
tranquilliser. They had forgiveness in continuing instalments. As we 
say, the very drastic treatment for sin brought relief to their 
conscience. 

[i] David and Forgiveness 
In this history of forgiveness, David is one who highlights both the 
nature of sin, and the release of forgiveness. Psalms 32 and 51 should 
be read in detail. In Psalm 32 David tells us how he refused to confess 
his sin. He hid it, not only from God but himself. The result was that 
he felt guilt in his very body. “When I declared not my sin, my body 
wasted away through my groaning all day long. . . my strength was 
dried up as by the heat of summer.” Today we would call it psycho–
somatic illness or even neurosis. In the same Psalm he tells that when 
he confessed he found relief. 
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Psalm 51 also tells of the anguish of his sins. His bones felt as though 
they had been broken. The tender mercy of God could alone restore 
him. 

[ii] Israel and the Sacrifices 
 Whilst it is true that Israel had great relief through sacrifice it is also 
true that these sacrifices were not intended to be an end in themselves. 
One of the Jews of the Christian era who had embraced Christianity 
discovered the new riches of this faith, and he wrote a letter to his 
fellow Jews. It has the title, in the New Testament of “Hebrews.” This 
writer with excellent discernment pointed out the fact that the old 
sacrifices whilst they gave temporary relief from guilt, in fact pointed 
to the truth that any guilt relief could only be temporary. (See Heb. 
10:1ff). It needed a sacrifice which had both universal and eternal 
power to relieve of guilt. He taught that Christ’s sacrifice—of His own 
life—did just that. 
 
It is certain that as the history of Israel drew on, and particularly when 
the weakness and sinfulness of that great people became outlined that 
the prophets began to tell of a new age. In this age to come they said, 
God would have a new system of forgiveness. Much Rabbinic writing 
is concerned with this—that the age of the Kingdom would be the age 
of forgiveness. In Jeremiah 31:31–34 we read that God would make a 
New Covenant, the covenant of forgiveness. It would replace the Old 
Covenant that He had given through Moses. He said, “Their sins and 
iniquities I will remember no more.” This was a new and amazing 
truth. Again in Ezekiel 36:24–28 a similar matter is prophesied. God 
promises, “I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean 
from all your uncleannesses, and from your idols I will cleanse you.” 
Again, in Zechariah 13:1 it was prophesied, “On that day there shall be 
a fountain opened for the house of David and the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem to cleanse them from sin and uncleanness.” Whilst these 
were not the only prophecies of this nature, they were enough to bring 
hope to those who sought a final and realised forgiveness. 
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[iii] The New Testament and Forgiveness 
Almost the first story that appears in the opening pages of the New 
Testament is that of John the Baptist. The very beautiful prophecy of 
Zachariah over his son John speaks of the covenant of Abraham, and 
although the New Covenant is not explicitly named it is there in the 
following words, “And you, child, will be called the prophet of the 
Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to 
give knowledge of salvation unto his people in the forgiveness of their 
sins.” 

John comes as a figure of authority, calling people to the baptism of 
repentance with a view to the remission of their sins. He speaks of the 
Kingdom, that glorious reign of God, in which men and women would 
know God’s forgiveness. Then, one day, he pointed dramatically to 
Jesus, and said, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of 
the world!” What a statement! One man who could procure universal 
cleansing and forgiveness! No wonder people pressed after Him. 

He for His part ministered to every kind of human need, and no less 
the forgiveness of sins. Regarding such forgiveness, He is, for the 
most part, silent. Some teaching is given on this subject, but mainly in 
regard to God’s children forgiving one another. However He is very 
active in the matter of forgiving. Many sad persons pass before our 
eyes who suddenly become liberated, and know evident peace of 
conscience. One or two of the more dramatic ones we will single out 
for mention, later. On one occasion He says these words “He who 
commits sin is the bondslave of sin. If the Son shall make you free you 
shall be free indeed.” 

It is on the night of His betrayal that He speaks very clearly 
concerning universal forgiveness, of which John had spoken. It is also 
at this time He speaks of the New Covenant, and at the last supper, of 
the Kingdom of God. He says, “I appoint to you a Kingdom.” He takes 
the cup, and holding it up with its red paschal wine He says, “This is 
my blood of the New Covenant which is shed for you and for many for 
the remission of sins.” “For you, and for many.” “For the remission of 
sins.’’ 
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These are great words. The sacrifice is to be in His blood. The great 
Covenant, spoken of by Jeremiah is about to come to fulfilment. How 
thrilling! How unbelievable! “ 

[a] The Cross 
His opening words on the Cross are:– “Father, forgive them for they 
know not what they do.” The thief is the first to register. Suddenly he 
understands that God loves. God forgives. This is His Son. So he 
ceases his hatred and bitterness and says, “ Lord, remember me when 
you come into your Kingdom.” For the rest, as we shall see, Jesus 
bears the weight of the sin of the world—in order to take it away. 

[b] The Resurrection 
Paul said, “ If Christ be not risen, then are you dead in your sins.”  
(I Cor. 15:17). No sooner is He risen than He appears to His 
disciples—on the very first night. Two accounts tell of the commission 
He gives them to preach forgiveness. John 20:22–23:– “He breathed 
on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. Whosoever’s sins you 
forgive, they are forgiven. Whosoever’s sins you retain; they are 
retained.” Luke 24:45–47:– “Then opened He their minds to 
understand the scriptures, and said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that the 
Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that 
repentance and forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name 
among all nations, beginning frorn Jerusalem.” 

[c] Pentecost 
On this day the Spirit comes with great power. The witness of the 120 
believers of Christ is both strong and incisive. The Word of God 
breaks into the minds of the listeners, and they realise they have killed 
their Messiah, the One who was to bring in the Kingdom and establish 
the New Covenant. Under terrible conviction they cry out “Men and 
brethren, what shall we do?” The answer comes from Peter, “Repent 
and be baptised everyone of you in the name of Jesus Christ, for the 
remission of sins, and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” 
The truth breaks in upon them. This One 
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whom God has raised possesses the power to forgive sins. John’s 
baptism was with a view to the forgiveness of sins. Jesus’ baptism 
actually imparts forgiveness itself! Three thousand respond, and have 
their sins forgiven. 

[d] Following Pentecost 
Shortly after the event of Pentecost, the new powers of the Spirit were 
evident and in particular in the remarkable healing of a man known to 
have been both a beggar and a cripple of longstanding. His sudden 
healing brought crowds flocking, and Peter, as at Pentecost told of the 
death and resurrection of Christ. He then addressed the crowd in the 
following terms, “ And now, brethren, I know that you acted in 
ignorance, as did your rulers. But what God foretold by the mouth of 
all the prophets that his Christ should suffer, he thus fulfilled. Repent, 
therefore, and turn again, that your sins may be blotted out, that times 
of refreshing may come from the Lord.” Notice the statement “That 
your sins may be blotted out.” Later Peter is sent to the Gentiles, in 
the house of Cornelius at Caesarea. Here a large group comes into the 
full experience of forgiveness, an experience which Jewish observers 
call the gift of repentance unto life. ( See Acts 11:18). 
 
A further example of forgiveness is that of Saul of Tarsus, the fierce 
Jewish religious opponent of Christianity. He has a vision of Jesus on 
the road to Damascus, and after going into the city sits blinded for 
three days. Then a man named Ananias comes with this message, 
“Why do you wait? Rise and be baptised. and wash away your sins, 
calling on His name.” Notice the statement “wash away your sins.” 
 
It is this same Saul (or Paul) who later is recorded in Acts 13:38 as he 
preaches to Gentiles in Asia Minor “Let it be known unto you, 
therefore brethren, that through this man (Jesus) forgiveness of sins is 
preached to you. “ Paul writes (Eph. 1:7) ‘ In him (Jesus) we have 
redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, 
according to the riches of his grace which he lavished upon us. In 
Colossians 1: 13–14  
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he says, ‘ ‘ He has delivered us from the kingdom of darkness and 
transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have 
redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” In Galatians 1:4 he states, “Our 
Lord Jesus Christ .... gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the 
present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father.” 
 
Other writers record the fact of forgiveness. Peter says (I Pet. 2:24), 
“He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to 
sin and live to righteousness.” John says (I John 2:7, 2:2, 4:10), “. . . 
the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.” ‘‘He is the 
propitiation for our sins.” “God . .sent his Son to be the propitiation for 
our sins.” In the Revelation (1: 5) we read, “To him who loves us and 
has freed us from our sins by his blood . .” 
Of course these are not the only references to forgiveness but they 
show the continuity of the expression and experience of the 
forgiveness of sins. 

II. The Making of Forgiveness 
The story of forgiveness in the Scriptures makes exciting reading. 
Obviously the experience of forgiveness is even more powerful to 
those who have it. Yet most who think about it are somewhat 
bewildered. If they think it would be good to be forgiven, they are 
unsure as to how such a thing as forgiveness can be. Also they have a 
conscience with which they must live. For the most part the 
conscience seems to say, “How can you be forgiven— like that!” In 
other words the thing is too simple altogether. It seems to ignore the 
deep problem of sin. 
 
Well, on the surface it certainly seems to do so. Statements in the 
Scripture are strong and adamant. At least three times they state that 
God says “I will by no means acquit the guilty.” (Exod. 34:7, Num. 
14:18 and Nahum 1:3). Habakuk 1:13 says “You are of purer eyes than 
to behold iniquity, and you cannot look upon sin,” meaning that God 
must, indeed always will punish sin. Of course references such as “The 
soul that sinneth it shall die.” “The wages of sin is death”, show that 
God regards sin very seriously. So does 
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the human conscience. It would be impossible to show how deeply 
people feel guilt, and how they try to make amends or pay up for their 
sins and failures, or else retreat into their guilt until it becomes morbid 
and dangerous to their personalities. 
 
When it comes to the bare facts of forgiveness we can do no better 
than to take Jesus’ words, “This is my blood which is shed for you and 
for many for the remission of sins.” In other words He claims that His 
death will bring about forgiveness for sins. How does that happen? 
The answer needs to be considered very carefully, and old religious 
cliches need to be left behind for this exercise. 
 
Peter explains the death by saying. “ He bore our sins in his body on 
the tree.” He means that every sin we have committed Jesus has 
actually taken into Himself. and let it expend itself upon Him. He has 
taken, as we say the burden, the pollution, the shame, the pain, the 
terror, the darkness, the loneliness, the destruction — indeed the whole 
guilt into Himself. John says “God sent His Son to be the propitiation 
for our sins.” He means that God’s wrath is upon all sins, and, of 
course upon the one who sins. The idea of wrath is unacceptable to 
modern man, but he had better make up his mind that this is what he is 
feeling in his conscience all the time, anyway, whether he knows it or 
not! We have to spell it out clearly. Jesus bore the wrath which 
attaches to and is inherent in sin. He bore the personal wrath of God. 
That is why Paul says (Rom. 3:25) “God has set him (Jesus) forth as a 
propitiation.” Notice that propitiation is the act of averting wrath. 
 
How can we explain the Cross by anything less than what we have 
said? Isaiah tells us that the effect of suffering was so terrible and to 
make Him not look like a man—so marred was He. ( See Isa.52: 14, 
53:12). He says “We esteemed him stricken, smitten of God and 
afflicted . . . the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.” Paul adds, 
‘God made Him to be sin for us, He who knew no sin.” 
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We have to face the fact that sin is so terrible as to require that action 
by which one holy person takes into himself the actual sins of man — 
powerful, ever–pressing and terrible as they are, and bear their action 
and effect until they are played out to extinction and are no more. That 
they are terrible is indicated in His awful cry of dereliction, “My God! 
My God! Why hast thou forsaken me?” He becomes sin’s derelict, in 
order to save sinful derelicts. He is disfigured, that they who are 
disfigured by sin may become transfigured. 
 
That the work is completed is clear from the New Testament. Paul 
says, “There is therefore now no condemnation to them that are in 
Christ Jesus.” Jesus had said, ‘If the Son shall make you free you shall 
be free indeed.” 

III. The Taking of Forgiveness 
In Acts 5:31 Peter tells the Jewish Sanhedrin, “God exalted him 
(Jesus) at his right hand as Leader and Saviour, to give repentance to 
Israel, and forgiveness of sins.” Forgiveness is a gift. This is also 
inferred in Acts 2:38, 3: 19, 22:16 and 10:43. In this last reference 
Peter is saying to the Gentiles “To him all the prophets bear witness 
that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through 
his name.” In the Scriptures we learn that God only gives gifts where 
needed, and if He does not, then that need will never be met from 
another source. Also He gives where need is conscious. Indeed we 
might say He rouses people to a sense of need. “What shall we do?” 
they cried out at Pentecost. “ Repent and be baptised every one of you, 
in the name of Jesus Christ, for the remission of sins.” 
 
A man should ask. He should ask in repentance. Repentance is also a 
gift to be used. Without it a man will have no real sense of need. 
Forgiveness will not be final enough to make the conscience 
understand that the forgiven is free. Why then, do men not ask? The 
answer is that to be forgiven is to have one’s pride crushed and hurt. 
“Well,” we say, “fair enough, too.” Proud people will not accept 
forgiveness. 
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Every person should read Matthew 18:21–35. In this story a man is 
forgiven who has a debt of $15,000,000. Obviously an impossible 
amount, intended to show that our debt with God is beyond 
computing. Though forgiven he would not forgive a fellow servant 
who owed him a few miserable dollars. What is the story saying but 
that the man forgiven so much was too proud to admit he needed 
forgiveness. He had said, to his master–creditor, “Be patient and I will 
pay you all that I owe you.” When will we learn that a man cannot pay 
for one sin? The psalmist cried, “The ransom of a man’s soul is very 
costly.” (Psalm 49:7). 
 
Pride is deadly. We are told the forgiven debtor took the man who 
owed him a few dollars, and physically took him by the throat, so 
enraged he was. The reason is not difficult to see. He was still in his 
guilt, and it was worsened by forgiveness given where there was no 
repentance. He had not understood the enormity of his debt. 
 
Does the reader really know forgiveness? Has he come humbly to 
receive the great gift, procured at such a price, to be given freely to 
those who know their need? See, it is not cheap—it cost so much. It is 
free, but not cheap! Let us all realise that he who does not forgive 
another, as yet does not really know forgiveness himself. Have you 
forgiven all others—that is out of the joy of your own forgiveness? 

IV. The Effects of Forgiveness 
Let us say this clearly. Forgiveness destroys the pollution, the penalty 
and the power of sin. Sin’s power lies in its pollution and its penalty. 
We cannot estimate the sense of shame and defilement that sin brings 
to the human personality. That is why David cried, “Wash me, and I 
shall be whiter than snow!” When a man loses his dread of God, and 
fear of judgement to come, then he is free. Christ has taken the 
judgement, and for a believer, there is no more. Judgement and 
defilement now destroyed, sin loses its grip. Its legal hold is broken. 
Its actual hold is loosened. 
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Look at the paralysed man. Hear Jesus say, “Son, be of good cheer, 
your sins are forgiven.” How he rises with joy, and walks nobly out of 
his paralysis. The woman who was a sinner lets the torrents of her 
tears flow in love as she is forgiven forever! The woman taken in 
adultery is loosed from condemnation, and goes—to sin no more! The 
woman of Samaria runs with excitement to her village, crying, ‘Come 
and see a man who told me all that I ever did!” for it is all finished, 
forgiven . 
 
Look at the crowd on the day of Pentecost, the multitude who hear 
Peter when the crippled man is healed. Look at their sheer joy of 
release. Look at Saul of Tarsus as his sins are swept away. All are free 
because they are forgiven. 
Space does not permit us to show the incentive of love and gratitude 
that now floods into the soul because of forgiveness. “They shall know 
me,” said God, “for I will forgive their sins, and their iniquities I will 
remember no more.” Reader are you really forgiven? Is the guilt of 
years swept away forever? Has your pride been crushed, but your hope 
raised? Have you come to [Him and asked forgiveness? It is His great 
thing in history, and He wants you to know it now. 
Son, be of good cheer! Your sins are forgiven.”  (Matthew 9:2). 
 
Bless the Lord, oh my soul;  
 and all that is within me,  
Bless His holy name! 
Bless the Lord, oh my soul,  
 and forget not all his benefits,  
Who forgives all your iniquity, 
And heals all your diseases.” (Psalm 103:1–3). 
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