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 “Salvation: Repentance/Conversion”
Past issues of these letters (204 so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (over 43 articles and 17 commentaries) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  
This letter continues discussions regarding salvation.  Past issues discussed the general topic of salvation, propitiation, election, regeneration and faith.  At this point in the salvation process the person is spiritually alive and God has given faith.  All of the previous “steps” are monergistic but now the receiver of faith must act in a synergistic manner.  Repentance is one of the acts of faith in the regenerate person.  The Westminster Shorter Catechism (#87) defines repentance as “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 endeavor after, new obedience.”  Expanded information can be obtained from the Westminster Confession of Faith (15:2) and the Longer Catechism (#76).  Repentance must involve a genuine sorrow for sin (Matt 11:21; 2 Cor 7:8-11), a genuine hatred of sin (Ezek 18:30-31; 36:31; Joel 2:12-15; 2 Cor 7:11), and a stern resolve to walk in holiness (Psa 119; Matt 3:8; Acts 26:20).  The origin of repentance is the same as that of faith as both are gifts of God (Acts 5:31; 11:18; 2 Tim 2:25) but man is responsible for exercising repentance: 
Luke 13:3 I tell you, no, but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.
The typical Old Testament call to repentance and conversion is given in Isa 55:6-7.  In the New Testament the noun (metanoia) occurs twenty-three times and the verb (metanoeo) occurs thirty-four times.  John the Baptist made repentance his theme of preaching (Matt 3:1, 8; Mark 1:4) and Jesus continued this theme as stated in Mark 1:15.  The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology states “metanoia can be said to denote that inward change of mind, affections, convictions, and commitment rooted in the fear of God and sorrow for offenses committed against Him, which, when accompanied by faith in Jesus Christ, results in an outward turning from sin to God and his service in all of life.”  The Bible often makes it clear that our sins are against God (2 Sam 12:13; 24:17; 1 Kings 8:33; 8:35; 2 Chron 6:24, 26; Psa 51:4) even though we may have injured some other person in some manner.  Therefore we should confess all sins to God (Psa 139:23-34; 19:12; 1 John 1:9).  However, public sins should be confessed publicly (James 5:16; Josh 7:19; Psa 51).  No sin is too small (James 3:10) nor too large as witnessed by the sins of David (Psa 51:4-5, 7, 9, 14).  When a person repents to another person that offended person should forgive the repentant person (Luke 17:3-4; 2 Cor 2:6-8).  
John Calvin states that “it ought to be a fact beyond controversy that repentance not only constantly follows faith but is also born of faith.”  As discussed before, faith requires the recipient to act in certain ways and one of those ways is exercising the gift of repentance.  John Murray states a similar comparison between faith and repentance: “the faith that is unto salvation is a penitent faith and the repentance unto life is a believing repentance.”  Thus one way a person can be sure that he has received saving faith is the manner in which he is driven to repent to God (Acts 20:21; 1 Thess 1:9; Psa 139:23-34; 19:12; 1 John 1:9).  

Conversion is the total process by which God converts a person from a slave to sin to a child of God (John 1:12) and is to be distinguished from regeneration, during which God causes His people to be born again so that they can respond properly to Him with repentance during the conversion process.  It was stressed in a previous lecture that regeneration is a monergistic work of God.  Repentance is part of the total conversion procedure so conversion begins monergistically and then proceeds to a synergistic act when the regenerate person repents.  However it must be stressed that even the aspects of conversion done by man are dependent upon God initially since man cannot respond properly to God unless he has first been given faith.  Hoekema (“Saved by Grace”, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1989) defines conversion as “the conscious act of a regenerate person in which he or she turns to God in repentance and faith.”  Many Scripture verses attest to the synergistic nature of conversion such as Isa 55:7; Jer 18:11; Ezek 18:23, 32; 33:11; Acts 2:38; 17:30.  

True conversion occurs only once in the life of a child of God.  The Bible gives us many examples of conversions including Naaman (2 Kings 5:15), Manasseh (2 Chron 33:12-13), Zaccheus (Luke 19:8, 9), Saul (Acts 9:1-19), Cornelius (Acts 10:44-48), and Lydian (Acts 16:14).  There may also be conversions that seem genuine but later are seen to be false such as Hymenaeus and Alexander (1 Tim 1:19-20), Philetus (2 Tim 2:17-18), and Demas (2 Tim 4:10).  Jesus also spoke of a temporary conversion in the Parable of the Sower (Matt 13:20-21) but such was really only an apparent conversion for the person was not regenerated and given true faith or else he would have repented and persevered.  A personal prayer for salvation does not earn conversion but, if it is sincere, would represent a regenerate heart that has truly repented and asked for conversion.  Initial saving faith and repentance only occur once in a person’s life as evidence of true conversion but the Christian will be repenting all of his life as sanctification proceeds (Matt 6:12; 1 John 1:8-10; 1 John 3:3; Rev 2:5).  Paul spoke of this life of repentance and transformation in his letter to the church at Philippi:
Phil 2:12 So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling;

At this special time when we celebrate the birth of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, let us all praise Him for giving us the gift of faith so that we can truly initially repent and then continue to repent as the Holy Spirit works to cleanse us of our sin nature (Adam Nature) and grow our Christ-like nature:  
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