True and False Repentance 

1 Sam 15:24-26 Saul said to Samuel, "I have sinned, for I have transgressed the commandment of the LORD and your words, because I feared the people and obeyed their voice. 25 Now therefore, please pardon my sin and return with me that I may worship the LORD." 26 And Samuel said to Saul, "I will not return with you. For you have rejected the word of the LORD, and the LORD has rejected you from being king over Israel." ESV

2 Sam 12:13 David said to Nathan, "I have sinned against the LORD." And Nathan said to David, "The LORD also has put away your sin; you shall not die. ESV

Matt 27:3-5 Then when Judas, his betrayer, saw that Jesus was condemned, he changed his mind and brought back the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and the elders, 4 saying, "I have sinned by betraying innocent blood." They said, "What is that to us? See to it yourself." 5 And throwing down the pieces of silver into the temple, he departed, and he went and hanged himself. ESV

Luke 15:17-21 "But when he came to himself, he said, 'How many of my father's hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! 18 I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants."' 20 And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. 21 And the son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

Repentance is the key to having a genuine move of God in our lives, our homes, and our churches.  Repentance means knowing that you have sinned or “fallen short of God's Word and plan,” feeling sorry for it, and wanting a change of direction therefore you confess your trespass and mistake to God and ask Him to cleanse you of it so that you can move forward.  Such repentance is a gift from God.  Who are we that we would deserve second, third, fortieth, and one hundred and twenty-third chances?  Who are we that the God of heaven would provide a way for us to right our wrongs before Him and have our sins forgiven and struck from our record?  

Repentance is not a dirty word nor is it a judgmental word:  it is the language of grace and mercy.  Grace, it has been said, is when God gives you something you did not deserve and mercy, it has been said, is when God doesn't give you something that you very much deserve.  Repentance invokes both in your life, for when you truly repent, God by His grace grants you forgiveness and pardon and cleansing that you and I definitely did not merit or deserve.  That is grace.  And when you truly repent, God often holds back your receiving the full judgment of what you fully deserved for your actions.  That is mercy.  The scriptures say:

Ps 7:12a If a man does not repent, God will whet his sword; ESV  

That's “whet” as in “w-h-e-t” which means to sharpen as on a whetting stone.  That is what happens if man does not repent of his wrong doing.  But yet the scriptures also say:

1 John 1:9-10 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us. ESV

No wonder, then that the first word that the public heard from Jesus preaching in His earthly ministry was “repent.”  For repentance is what draws God into our favor and for our side.  True repentance is what causes God to be for us and not against us.  True repentance is what brings the mighty hand of God to produce blessing and to work wonders amongst us.  And it is true repentance that unlocks the door to the greatest blessings of God:  it is repentance that sets up a man or woman for the great washing and cleansing of water baptism in Jesus' Name.  It is repentance that sets one up for receiving the baptism of the Holy Spirit.  It is repentance that gives one the ability to move forward to receive the great anointing and specific calling that God has for everyone!  Oh, let us grasp how important that true repentance is!  That is why our altar calls are not just for the guest, but for everyone in our church:  if a Christian has gotten too holy to repent, they have gotten too holy to go to heaven!  But if we will ever repent before God – truly repent – the favor and blessings of God will forever remain on this church and upon our lives!  

________________________________________

As John mentioned, confession is a vital part of true repentance.  We must know that we have trespassed against God and His Word, we must feel sorry for doing so, and we must want to leave such action behind and have an “about face.”  But for this to happen, we must be willing to admit our wrong doing.  For a man to find the forgiveness of God, he must be willing to admit that “I have sinned.”  That is admitting that “I have fallen short of God's great commandments.”  It is an archery term that means “to miss the mark.”  When you say, “I have sinned” you are saying in effect, “I have missed the mark that God set for me.”  Without this confession, there can be no true repentance.  “If we confess our sins, He is faithful...”    

But throughout history, both in the Old Testament and in the New, there have been people who have realized the importance of repentance and even confession and yet have    repented insincerely.  Our four texts were a selection of some of these cases and in each Testament, there was one repentance that was true and was that was false; one that was accepted by God and one that was rejected; one that was sincere and honest and another that was superficial.  In each case, the right words were spoken voluntarily, “I have sinned” but the results were altogether different!  Let us learn the lesson of these example fully:  we must confess “I have sinned” but the determining factor as to whether those words are accepted is the condition of the heart, the attitude of the mind, and the direction in which the person's feet are pointing.  God is into true repentance and not just lip service!  Let our repentance be not a false repentance!  To ensure that this is so, we should take a closer look at the people whom the Bible records uttered these words, “I have sinned.”  

The first recorded case of these words being uttered in scripture is that of a hardened heart.  You find them spoken in the book of Exodus from the evil and sinful stubborn, Pharaoh, ruler of all of Egypt.  We read:

Ex 9:27 Then Pharaoh sent and called Moses and Aaron and said to them, "This time I have sinned; the LORD is in the right, and I and my people are in the wrong. ESV

That is an amazing words from such a proud man, yet we must realize the context which made him utter these words:

Ex 9:28-30 Plead with the LORD, for there has been enough of God's thunder and hail. I will let you go, and you shall stay no longer." 29 Moses said to him, "As soon as I have gone out of the city, I will stretch out my hands to the LORD. The thunder will cease, and there will be no more hail, so that you may know that the earth is the LORD's. 30 But as for you and your servants, I know that you do not yet fear the LORD God." ESV

Pharaoh admitted “I have sinned” because of the terror of the strict judgment of God, but they were admitted grudgingly and only in an effort to get the judgment to stop.  Even Moses knew what God knew all along that Pharaoh's repentance was insincere and only a response to a great judgment that he could not deny was from God.  It is interesting that Pharaoh only repented and confessed when his food supply and thus his economic stimulus was destroyed.  He utters those words here after the hail had destroyed many crops and then again in the next chapter after the locusts had destroyed the remaining harvest.  Overcome by the severity of the blows of judgment and trial, Pharaoh confessed, only to rescind any softening of his heart the next day.  While the thunder is rolling and the lightening was flashing and the very ground was being pounded, he shook and shuddered and confessed, “I have sinned.”  But the minute the sun broke through the clouds at the dawning of the day after, his heart was hardened all the more and there was no remnant of repentance left.  Such is false repentance.  

There are those today who are like Pharaoh, whom have hardened hearts and who do not want to serve the Lord God of the Bible.  And yet there are times when tragedy comes and extreme sickness comes and even the judgment of God against and for their actions becomes obvious to all and even to them that it is what it is and they cry out and in the moment of anguish and trial scream, “I have sinned against the Lord.”  And yet as soon as the trial is passed and as soon as the breath of God blows away the contrary wind or as soon as the sickness is over, then suddenly they go back to their old ways and want nothing to do with a changed lifestyle!  Like a sailor who swears off anything evil while the storm pitches the boat and as soon as he sets foot back on ground, forgets any of his promises, so are some people in life.  

Unfortunately, I have seen this repeated often.  While in prison, some people need the Lord and yet afterward they never darken the door of the church that reached out to them.  I think to the family who wanted my father-in-law to pray when their loved one was dying and when God miraculous raised him up from the ICU bed and he was able to walk out of the hospital, suddenly they had no more need for God.  I think it would have been better for him to die and they all repent truly before God, than for them to make all of their confessions and promises and then forget them and die lost!  If there are those here who have made such repentance, then remember that you may have forgotten your promises to the God above, but He has not forgotten them!  He surely heard them and He surely took them seriously as you would want Him to!  And the more you soften and then harden your heart, the harder and harder your heart hardens!  God forbid that this sort of false repentance would be found among us!  I want to sincerely repent before God!  And not just in the heat of the persecution!  

__________________________________________ 

The second text of these words being confessed is that of Balaam after God had to cause the donkey to speak to interrupt his fool's errand.  There we find:

Num 22:34 Then Balaam said to the angel of the LORD, "I have sinned, for I did not know that you stood in the road against me. Now therefore, if it is evil in your sight, I will turn back." ESV

This is another false repentance, that of a double-minded man.  Balaam said, “I have sinned” and he really felt it, too.  His regret and remorse is sincere, but unfortunately the pull of the world and of riches is so much that the regret and the remorse are lost in his desire for “the wages of the unrighteous” and so he goes onward and offers up sacrifices to God upon the altars of Baal.  Balaam is one of the strangest characters of the scriptures.  When the Spirit of God was upon him, he spoke beautiful prophesies unrivaled by any of the prophets.  But when the Spirit of sin and worldliness was upon him, he spoke devious plans unlike any other sinner of scripture!  In a moment where the Spirit of the Lord had come upon him and he spoke for the God of glory, he said, “how shall I curse whom God has not cursed?” And then he began to speak of Christ and how that a star would precede His birth and how that He would rule and reign in righteousness!  Before Isaiah and Micah told us of the birth of Christ, this curious pseudo-prophet told us of it!  And then he finished up by saying, “let me die the death of the righteous, let my end be like his.”  Of course, everybody wants to die right, but to die right, you've got to be willing to live right!  And living right was a problem for Balaam.  He was double-minded.  When in the presence of the Lord, he gave it all he had.  But when in the presence of sin and sinners, he also gave it all he had.  And so his repentance was sincere at the moment and received by God for the moment, but it only lasted until Mr. Jekyll had turned to Dr. Hyde.  While in the light, how he radiated the beauty of God and yet when darkness fell, how great was that darkness!  He blesses Israel and states under the unction of the Spirit, “how can I curse those whom God has not cursed?”  And then coming down from that mountain, says to Balak, “if you've got enough money, let me tell you how to entice them to sin so that they will curse themselves before God.”  And sadly, Balaam died among the heathen and the ungodly at the sword of Joshua.

Oh, how I fear for people even today in the churches that have this spirit.  For the spirit of Balaam lives on, 2nd Peter tells us.  Some hold to the teaching of Balaam, in that when they are at church, they give God everything and yet as soon as they are in the world, they take it all back and give the world everything.  They can come into the house of God and cry and repent and speak in tongues and rejoice at the drop of a hat and can jump into the bed of fornication or adultery with the same ease.  Their mouth can sincerely say, “Amen” and they really mean it – at the moment – but that same mouth can turn on you a few hours later elsewhere and curse you and they really mean it also.  No man can serve two masters, Jesus told us.  Oh, people can serve twenty or thirty things, but only one will be their master passion.  The false repentance of Balaam is that of true repentance that doesn't last because God is just as quickly replaced as their master passion by the next top -placed master of their life.  And that will soon change.  Wishy-washy and double-minded.  On fire for God one second and just as on fire for lusts of the flesh the next – And so such repentance is false repentance and be it ever far from us!  

Let Jesus Christ be our master passion!  I jokingly said last week to someone who had seen my Facebook profile and who had commented, “do you like the Cookie Monster?”  I do.  Of all the Sesame Street characters, he is my favorite and though he is a work of fiction, yet I admire anybody who has a single passion and who unashamedly and consistently lives for and gives in to that passion.  The Cookie Monster likes cookies.  He likes cookies more than anything in the world.  You know that no matter what others say or do, that in the end of the video, he will eat that cookie and anything vaguely shaped like a cookie and he will eat it with all of his heart!  That is the opposite of double-minded!  Oh that we would be passionately on fire for Jesus Christ!  Unashamedly on fire for Jesus Christ!  So that we would be drawn to anything that remotely resembled Jesus Christ!  So that no matter the circumstances and the trial or the situation, everyone would know that the inevitable end would be that you are in love madly and on fire for Jesus Christ!  Let the false repentance of double-mindedness be far from the people of God!  We need neither Pharaoh nor Balaam in our church for neither will be in heaven! 

______________________________________     

The next person in scripture to make this confession of “I have sinned” was that of Achan to Joshua after the Lord had revealed his sin:

Josh 7:20 And Achan answered Joshua, "Truly I have sinned against the LORD God of Israel, and this is what I did: ESV  

Achan had taken the garments from Jericho and also gold and silver when the Lord had said it was to be brought to the temple.  Achan had hidden them in the ground under his tent and this he freely admitted.  Yet he was taken outside the camp and stoned despite his confession.  This was a false repentance, that of secret sin regretfully exposed.  Achan had not felt remorse for his wrong doing when he thought that he was getting away with it.  He had not even felt remorse when he saw the judgment of God upon the army in the disastrous battle with Ai because he felt like nobody knew it was he that was the cause.  But after God had revealed to Joshua and his secret sin was exposed in a way that could not be denied, then he freely admitted, “I have sinned.”  He did not regret the sin, just the fact that he had been caught.  And thus Achan surely was “aching.”  The scriptures say that God burned with “burning anger” against Achan.  This, obviously, was a false repentance.

True repentance means that you are sorry that you did what you did and not just sorry that you got caught doing what you were doing.  True repentance involves remorse for the act and not just the result.  True repentance is not, “I'm sorry that I got caught with my hand in the cookie jar, but not sorry that I was reaching for the cookies.”  Some deny and hide their sins and put up a false front and refuse to admit any wrongdoing until God drags what has been done in secret out to the light and then and only then they change, “okay, I have sinned.”  And yet their only regret is that they got caught and would do the same in a second.  Sin is not just about breaking a rule or a commandment, it is hurting the Lord.  When we fail to see it in that light, our confession is false repentance.  And God burns with “burning anger” towards such false repentance because it is a blockaded for true revival and victory that stems from true repentance.

This leads us to the next utterance of scripture, yet another false repentance, this time by Saul:

1 Sam 15:24-25 Saul said to Samuel, "I have sinned, for I have transgressed the commandment of the LORD and your words, because I feared the people and obeyed their voice. 25 Now therefore, please pardon my sin and return with me that I may worship the LORD." ESV  

And yet we find that God did not accept Saul's repentance and indeed in the next verses said, “because you have rejected the Word of the Lord, God has rejected you from being king.”  This was false repentance that is of an insincere heart.  Saul, when confronted with correction from God's authority, said in effect, “yes, you're right, I have sinned, now forgive me so that I can get back to doing what I want to do.”  Indeed we read a few verses later:

1 Sam 15:30 Then he said, "I have sinned; yet honor me now before the elders of my people and before Israel, and return with me, that I may bow before the LORD your God." ESV 

Saul's words are telling, I think, when he says to Samuel, “that I may bow before the Lord your God.”  Samuel was committed to God and Samuel was walking with the Lord and Saul was just giving pretense to walking with the Lord through Samuel and not walking directly with the Lord himself.  Saul wasn't concerned with pleasing God, but was just trying to appease Samuel so that things would be easier for him to do what he wanted to do.  Saul is the opposite of Balaam in that his characteristic is that of insincerity.  One day he hunts David down as an animal and then he repents and says, “you are more righteous than I.”  One day he puts David in the palace, and the next he hurls javelins at him.  We find him among the prophets and then among the witches.  And yet he does not passionately give himself to any, but is insincere in all that he does.  He agrees wholeheartedly with whomever addresses him and yet has no backbone to really stand for anything.  And so when he repents it is just to please Samuel, the man of God who is before him, and not really out of true feelings of remorse or conviction.

There are such Christians today.  They agree with whatever anybody says.  You can point out their greatest fault and criticize them to the nth degree and they'll say, “you're right, you're right” but nothing changes and they could care less what you think.  That might be okay, except that such backbone-less people tend to take the same approach to the things of God.  The Word of God is presented clearly or the man of God points out something that needs to change as Samuel did to Saul and they are quick to say all of the right words – they take care that they say everything just as they know they should say it – and yet their words are insincere because it is to please the one who is correcting them and not the one whom they have offended, namely God.  They just try to appease whomever happens to be in front of them and never really change their behavior.  Unlike Balaam, they are not really over passionate about anything and as a result their repentance, like Balaam's, is false!

When correction comes from the Word of God and the things of God, we must remember that the issue is not just to get the one who is the messenger off your case or just to say the right things, but rather to be right with God in truth and righteousness!  True repentance admits wrongdoing but does so from a heartfelt desire to do differently!  True repentance leads to our standing up for what is right in all circumstances!  We need true repentance that leads to a godliness that produces boldness and courage in our lives!  

_____________________________________     

Now you are prepared to understand a case of true repentance, that of King David, for it is he who uttered these words next in scripture and unlike the others, God accepted and received his repentance:

2 Sam 12:13 David said to Nathan, "I have sinned against the LORD." And Nathan said to David, "The LORD also has put away your sin; you shall not die.  ESV         

David wasn't perfect, yet he was later called a man after God's own heart because he always truly repented.  David sinned here with Bathsheba and then with murder to cover up the adultery and then later, as an old man, he would utter this same confession, “I have sinned” after very foolishly and pridefully counting the people against the will of God.  In both cases, David committed horrible sins and yet God received his repentance because David's repentance was always a true repentance.

At first glance, it might seem that this is similar to the previous cases.  Like Achan, David had tried to hide the fact of his sin and keep it secret.  Like Saul, David uttered these words after the man of God, in this case the prophet Nathan, confronted him on his sin.  And yet there had to be a difference because the God who always does right responded vastly different towards David than he did towards Achan and Saul.  This tells us first that David's repentance was different than Achan's in that he was already repenting inwardly and feeling remorse before his sin was ever discovered.  He was not just repenting because his sin had gotten exposed, but had been secretly dealing with the sin and wanting forgiveness all along.  And this tells us secondly that unlike Saul who only said the right things to appease the prophet and cared less what God thought about him, David realized that he had sinned greatly against God and God alone and did not get indignant with the man of God who reminded him of this fact.  The sins were similar but David found true forgiveness because he truly repented.  I believe that there is scripture to prove this for David wrote in song after this ordeal:

Ps 51:4 Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified in your words and blameless in your judgment. ESV  

Ps 32:1-5 Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. 2 Blessed is the man against whom the LORD counts no iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit. 3 For when I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. 4 For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. Selah 5 I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; I said, "I will confess my transgressions to the LORD," and you forgave the iniquity of my sin. Selah ESV

Long before the man of God ever exposed it and the secret sin ever came out, David was bemoaning his sin and wanting to leave it!  He realized that his sin was only against God and there was nobody to blame but himself!  And so he did not attack the man of God nor did he say with insincerity, “oh you're right, I've done wrong again.”  He wept bitterly to God.  He prayed that God would create in him a clean heart and renew a right spirit within him.  He testified that blessed or happy is the on whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered!  This is true repentance!  Though he had greatly failed, yet God forgave because he confessed with a true repentant heart.  Let it be with us!  There is none here that is perfect but all could be forgiven!  But you've got to turn from your sin and admit your sin and truly repent!  Not as the examples of Pharaoh, Balaam, Saul or Achan, but as David did!  Forgiveness is not for the perfect, for those who are guilty who yet truly and sincerely repent before God!  Let us have true repentance!

____________________________________

Let us finish by turning to the New Testament.  Here we have a case of false repentance followed by another true repentant heart.  The first, you will instantly recognize because it is written of Judas Iscariot who betrayed our Lord for thirty pieces of silver.  We read:

Matt 27:3-5 Then when Judas, his betrayer, saw that Jesus was condemned, he changed his mind and brought back the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and the elders, 4 saying, "I have sinned by betraying innocent blood." They said, "What is that to us? See to it yourself." 5 And throwing down the pieces of silver into the temple, he departed, and he went and hanged himself. ESV  

Though Judas said the words, “I have sinned,” yet this was a false repentance, that of condemnation.  Judas admitted that he had sinned and yet his admittance led to his going out and hanging himself.  Please hear this preacher:  true repentance leads to Godly conviction which causes you to move closer to Christ and closer to the kingdom of God and which causes you to live life abundantly with a joy that comes from abundant pardon.  Condemnation is not of God.  Sometimes it is of the devil and sometimes it is of men and women and sometimes it is of ourselves, but it is not from God.  “There is therefore now no condemnation who are in Christ Jesus.”  Judas knew what he had done was wrong, admitted his wrongdoing, knew that he had sinned against God in doing it and yet allowed it to drive him to destroy himself and take himself from the very presence of God.  His confession caused him to go away from the temple and away from God and to act in self-depreciating and self-destructing ways.  As such, this is false repentance.  

But Jesus showed us the right way by the example of the prodigal son who although he had sinned greatly against his father and had wasted his inheritance and although he had reaped bitterly for his actions, yet came to himself and we find:

Luke 15:17-21 "But when he came to himself, he said, 'How many of my father's hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! 18 I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants."' 20 And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. 21 And the son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' ESV    

Notice that the son in this story had sinned greatly against the Father, and like Judas had realized it and admitted it!  But the major difference is that unlike Judas, the boy allowed the conviction of what he had done to drive him towards the Father's house and not away from it.  He didn't say, “I have sinned” and then run farther away into the pigpens.  He didn't do something stupid like take his life or spiritually say, “I can never return to the Father's house.”  He got up, he swallowed his pride, he humbled himself and he ran toward the Father and to his surprise the Father was waiting for him!  The Father, your great God, will not follow you into the pits of sin, but He is always anxiously waiting to see if you will come back to Him!  You've got to make the move and this is true repentance because it allowed conviction to come that was strong enough to cause you to move from your predicament and admit your wrongdoing and yet that was also strong enough to repel condemnation that would ever drive you away.  True repentance leads you back to daddy's house!  True repentance leads you to the house of God and not away from it!  And true repentance gets rewarded:

Luke 15:22-24 But the father said to his servants, 'Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. 23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 24 For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.' And they began to celebrate. ESV

Truly heaven would like there to be a celebration in like manner even today!  Jesus Christ has paid the ultimate sacrifice!  And truly it is as He said before He told us that great story of the son coming home:

Luke 15:10 Just so, I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents." ESV

Let there be true repentance today!  Don't wait until hidden sin is exposed before you bow a knee!  Don't wait until judgment comes in great waves into your life before you feel remorse for your having hurt God and having missed His mark!  Don't give God double-minded or insincere confession, but let your heart join that of David and the wayward son.  Don't let condemnation push you away from the house and presence of God, but come seeking Him and you will find that He has been expecting you, hoping for you to come!  And with true repentance, you will find true forgiveness and true joy and true pardon and true blessing!  Will you join with me in telling God, “I have sinned?”  But do so truly and sincerely!  False repentance will get you nowhere, but true repentance will open up the windows of heaven over your life!  Create in me a clean heart, o God, and renew a right spirit within me!  Let true repentance be found in every heart and in every life today!

