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How Jesus Called People to Repentance 

Scripture  
Acts  9  “I myself was convinced that I ought to do many things in opposing the name of Jesus of Nazareth. 10  
And I did so in Jerusalem. I not only locked up many of the saints in prison after receiving authority from the 
chief priests, but when they were put to death I cast my vote against them. 11 And I punished them often in all 
the synagogues and tried to make them blaspheme, and in raging fury against them I persecuted them even to 
foreign cities. 

12 “In this connection I journeyed to Damascus with the authority and commission of the chief priests. 13 At 
midday, O king, I saw on the way a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, that shone around me and those 
who journeyed with me. 14 And when we had all fallen to the ground, I heard a voice saying to me in the 
Hebrew language, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.’ 15 And I 
said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ And the Lord said, ‘I am Jesus whom you are persecuting. 16 But rise and stand upon 
your feet, for I have appeared to you for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant and witness to the things in 
which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you, 17  delivering you from your people and 
from the Gentiles— to whom I am sending you 18  to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to 
light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those 
who are sanctified by faith in me.’  English Standard Version (ESV)  

Introduction 
Review Sermon Series – preaching Jesus 
 
Good morning.  This is our second week in our sermon series: “Preaching Jesus”.  We began last week 
discussing the question as to how the early church spread so rapidly across such a wide area of the known 
world.  Listen to the words of Pulitzer prize winning historian and philosopher Will Durant 
 
"There is no greater drama in human record than the sight of a few Christians, scorned or oppressed by a 
succession of emperors, bearing all trials with a fierce tenacity, multiplying quietly, building order while their 
enemies generated chaos, fighting the sword with the word, brutality with hope, and at last defeating the 
strongest state that history has known. Caesar and Christ had met in the arena, and Christ had won." 
 
As I looked into how this happened, I noticed one thing that went on in the early church – Nine times in the 
New Testament it describes the activity of the early church as “preaching Jesus.”  And that is what we are 
doing during this series.  Together we are going to set off on a journey together to discover afresh or maybe 
for the first time this Jesus who captivated the hearts and minds of the early church.  

Last week 



2 
 

Last week – we looked at the enigmatic and winsome Jesus  - we saw many examples of his “difficult to 
understand” nature and yet saw that Jesus was still universally attractive and appealing.  The reason for that is 
that Jesus promised us that if He were crucified, He would draw every man, woman and child to Himself.  He is 
doing this now with every one of us – drawing us to Himself. 
 

This week 

I want to introduce this week’s sermon by telling you where the germ of the idea for this sermon came from.  
About two months ago, Andy Stanley preached a sermon about grace and truth that set off a mild firestorm on 
the internet.  I had not listened to the sermon but heard about it from a friend on his Facebook page.  He 
merely posted an article by someone criticizing the sermon. 
In the Facebook dialogue that followed, someone posted the policy manual from Andy’s church for volunteers 
who wanted to work with high school students. Among other things in the manual it says (and I’m 
paraphrasing)  that if you are in a sexual relationship with someone you are not married to, it is not advisable 
for you to get involved in a leadership role with our high school students.   
 
The Facebook dialogue that followed went like this: “Not advisable?  What happened to Repent?  What 
happened to ‘Stop what you’re doing and turn to God’” 
 
That little exchange got me thinking.  I had been spending the past several months trying to get to know Jesus 
better, and this set me out on a journey through all four gospels looking at how Jesus called people to 
repentance.  At each personal encounter with Jesus, I asked the following question: 
 
Did this person need to be called to repentance? 
And if so, how did Jesus do that? 
 
So today we are going to try to get to know a little bit more about Jesus by looking at what role this calling  to 
repentance played in Jesus’ life and how He went about calling people to repentance.  

Defining our terms 
We won’t be using any big words like enigmatic but we need to define a word that most of us are familiar 
with: repent.   
 
Now I have to admit, when I think of “repent,” the image that comes to mind is the disheveled and usually 
older man carrying a sign saying “Repent, the End is Near.”  For the most part, repent had a negative context 
for me.  When I first meet my non-Christian neighbor, the first thing that comes to mind is not usually “I need 
to tell them to repent.” 
 
The Oxford dictionary gives us this definition: repent - to feel or express sincere regret or remorse about one’s 
wrongdoing or sin: 
 
I think most of us would agree with that definition.  But that’s not the definition of the word used throughout 
the New Testament that get’s translated “repent.”  That word (metanoeó: μετανοέω:)  means: “change my 
mind, change the inner man.  There is another interesting thing about the definition.  And it’s a change that 
happens after something and most often a personal encounter or after a passage of time. We are going to see 
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how this distinction plays out in Jesus life in a few minutes.  It is not a word that includes regret or remorse 
about one’s wrong doing – it is simply a word that implies a change of direction after some event.  A turning. 

Repentance: Central to Jesus’ Message 
As I went through the four gospels, the first thing I discovered was that a call to repentance was central to 
Jesus’ mission.   We find it at the very beginning, we find it in the middle and find it at the very end of Jesus life 
here on earth. 
 
When Jesus initiated his ministry:  In Mark and Matthew: He called people to repent and believe.1 
 
When Jesus sent the disciples out he gave them instructions and they went out and told people to repent2 so 
that must have been what Jesus instructed them to do. 
 

Jesus expected whole cities to Repent3 
 

In fact Jesus defines his reason for being here was to call sinners to repentance4 
 
When Jesus said good bye He instructed the disciples to proclaim in His name repentance and forgiveness of 
sins 5 
 
Following His resurrection, When  Jesus dictated to the apostle John seven letters to seven churches He calls 
the churches to repent 8 times 
 

This was the exact opposite of what I thought I would discover.  I started my study thinking I was going to find 
that calling people to repentance was not central to Jesus ministry.  I was surprised as to just how central this 
message was to Jesus.  As I reflected on my life, I wouldn’t say that central to my call in life is to call people to 
repentance.  In fact I had to do some repenting of having missed this as such a central role in Jesus life. 
 
I don’t think I was afraid of the message of repentance or think that it was wrong – I just didn’t think that 
telling people to repent was especially effective.  But if repentance is such a central part of the gospel, then I 
needed to learn how incorporate it into my life.  And my way of doing that was to study how Jesus did it.   If 
this was central for Jesus, I hope it can become central to us. 
 

                                                           
1
 Mark 1 

14 
 Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God, 

15 
and saying, “The time is 

fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” 
Matt 4: 

17 
 From that time Jesus began to preach and say, “ Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

2
 Mark 6

11 
And if any place will not receive you and they will not listen to you, when you leave, shake off the dust that is on your 

feet as a testimony against them.” 
12 

 So they went out and proclaimed that people should repent. 
3
 Matt 11:20 Then he began to denounce the cities where most of his mighty works had been done, because they did not 

repent. Luke 10:13 Matt 12:41 The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they 
repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here. Luke 11:32 

4
 Luke 5:32 I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance.” 

 
5
 Luke 24:46-48 

46 
and said to them, “Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, 

47 
and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 
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Let’s just look briefly at a few people who we would classify as “sinners” and let’s see how Jesus called them 
to repentance. 

How Jesus Call “Sinners” to Repentance 
Matthew / Zacchaeus – Two Tax collectors / Tax collectors were so bad they had their own category of 
sinners: The Jews would talk about “tax collectors and sinner.”  When Jesus wanted to contrast the very good 
and the very bad – Jesus used a tax collector in His story as an illustration of the worst of the worst.  And it 
was understandable.  They worked with the hated Romans and profited heavily by cheating and lying. 
 
But how did Jesus call these “tax collectors” these cheaters and liers and traitors. Do you remember  at what 
he did.  Did He call them repent?  Did he tell them they had to turn from their sinful ways.  No He invited 
Matthew to follow Him and then went to party at His house.  For Zacchaeus – He just invited Himself to 
Zacchaeus’ house.  No outward evidence of repentance or faith – just curiousity.  That’s a curious way to call 
sinners to repentance. 
 
The Paralytic who was brought through the roof – Jesus sees the faith of the friends and declares that the 
man is forgiven.  So obviously the paralytic needed to repent since he needed forgiveness.  But Jesus didn’t 
require anything of the man!  The scribes and Pharisees got upset because only God can forgive sins – but I 
wonder – the man hasn’t repented of his sins.  He and his friends just showed an act of faith.  And Jesus 
forgave the man. How can you forgive somebody of their sins unless they first repent?  Jesus are you 
exhibiting another enigmatic/difficult to understand quality? 
 
The woman caught in adultery – Jesus said that He didn’t condemn her.  There was no evidence of faith or 
repentance.  He sends her away and says “Just don’t do it again.”  Is this someone who’s core message is 
repentance and forgiveness.  Jesus did not require repentance nor did he grant forgiveness.  Not condemning 
is not the same as forgiving.   
 
Woman at the well. Here’s a great homework assignment.  Look at how Jesus  brought her to repentance.  But 
be prepared to have the sides knocked off any walls of the box you have put Jesus in. 
 
Scribes and Pharisees – Here’s a challenge.  How did Jesus call the scribes and Pharisees to repentance?  
There isn’t a single instance where He calls them to change – but rather pronounces judgment on them.  “Woe 
to you scribes and Pharisees.” 
 
I have looked at every encounter in the gospels and there does not seem to be any pattern.  Jesus heals, 
forgives, spends time with people and a call to repentance seems to be totally lacking.  And yet we see the 
fruit of repentance.  We see people’s lives turned around.  We see a change of mind after an encounter with 
Jesus. 

How Jesus Called Paul/Saul to Repentance 
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Let’s look at our text today at an example of the encounter with Jesus and the apostle Paul.  This is recorded in 
3 places in the New Testament and we will look at the case where Paul is describing his encounter with Jesus 
to King Agrippa. 
 

How did Jesus call Paul to repentance Acts 26 

The first thing we see in Paul’s description is that Jesus unilaterally and without any actions on Paul’s 
part, brought a great light into Paul’s life: “O king, I saw on the way a light from heaven, brighter than 
the sun, that shone around me and those who journeyed with me.” We see this contrast of light and 
darkness throughout Jesus’ life.   

o Great prophecy about Jesus in the book of Isaiah - The people who have walked in 
darkness have seen a great light.  And that light is Jesus 

 The second thing we see is that Jesus gets Paul’s attention by knocking him off his feet. 
o Sometimes it takes a 2x4 to get our attention. Actually for me – its most of the time. We 
are so busy.  Our culture is so noisy / So much is vying for attention. 
o For real repentance to take place, Jesus has to get our attention.   

 Next we see that Jesus challenges what Paul is doing – “Why are you persecuting me?”  Notice 
that He doesn’t say I want you to stop doing these terrible things to me.  Notice that he comes at it 
slant.  He makes it a root question inviting Paul to discover the cause of his actions.  All teaching 
pedagogy tells us that it’s much better and more effective if the student can discover the truth on their 
own than if we tried to teach it to them.  Repentance is the same.  We have to come to see that what 
we are doing is wrong.  Why are you moving in together?  Why are drinking so much?  Why are you so 
critical of people?  For years I could not / I did not change when my only question was:  I must change / 
I must repent of my critical nature?  But the question: “Why am I critical” gets at the heart of the 
problem and leads us to real repentance / real change.  Jesus the master -  the one who knows how to 
call us to repentance – puts the question – Why are you doing this?   

 Okay Jesus – now Your going to really hammer him with a call to repentance.  No - Jesus helps Paul 
see that he is rebelling against God – It’s hard for you to kick against the goads.  This is odd kind of 
statement.  But the image is of a cattle prod with a sharp point.  When the farmer wants to move an 
animal in a particular way he would use a goad.  And if the animal resisted / kicking against it - it would 
press in deeper.  We get the phrase “Goad him into something.”  Jesus again comes at it slant.  Not – 
Paul you are rebelling against God.  Paul, don’t you see that what you’re doing is hurting yourself.  
Again we see Jesus appealing to Paul – not demanding of him but calling Paul to take responsibility for 
his own action.  What you are doing is hurting you.  Not – This is offensive to God.   

 Finally, an integral part of calling Paul to repentance is that Jesus casts a compelling vision of who 
Jesus wants Paul to become.  Not just turn from – but turn to. 

 
But rise and stand upon your feet, for I have appeared to you for this purpose, to [call you to repentance? – 
NO] to appoint you as a servant and witness to the things in which you have seen me and to those in which I 
will appear to you, 17  … 18  to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to light [there’s that 
darkness and light contrast] and from the power of Satan to God, [notice not just a turning from but a turning 
to]  that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.’ 
 
For me this is incredible.  This is a call to a man who is persecuting the church? He has taken part in the killing 
of Christians.   “What about repent?  What about stop what you are doing and turn to God?”  Can we let this 
soak in? The only response Jesus got from him was “Who are you Lord?”  Jesus there is no evidence that he 
has repented.   Can we learn from Jesus here about how He brought and continues to bring people to 
repentance. Let me summarize: 
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 He initiates – that means are role is to call upon Him to initiate 

 He gets our attention – that is part of our job I believe to get people’s attention.  More about that 
later in this series about how we do that. 

 He challenges us to question our actions – to get the bottom of what we are doing.   

 He helps us to see that we are hurting ourselves 

 Finally, He casts a big vision.  Repenting is not just turning from it’s a turning to God and His plans. 
And O my does He have dreams and plans for us if we would but turn. 

What can we do? 
 

1. Redefine Repentance – not just a feeling of remorse or regret about one’s actions and not just a 
turning away from a specific sin – that’s part of it.  But it is a turning away from everything that is not 
of God after an encounter with Jesus.  That last phrase is critical.  Remember the definition was not 
defining someone who changed their thinking as in “re-inventing oneself.”  Repentance is a change of 
mind after something.  In Jesus case, after an encounter with the living God.  And it’s a turning to.  The 
most common phrase spoken by Jesus in the New Testament was “Follow me.”  That is a call to 
repentance.  To follow implies a turning form in order to turn to. 
2. If you are like me and repentance has a negative connotation. Actively reject that.  That’s what I 
have had to do. Repentance is a good thing.  It is the gateway to God’s presence.  During the Apostle 
Peter’s second sermon  after Pentecost he said:  “ 19  Repent therefore, and turn back, that your sins 
may be blotted out, 20 that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that he 
may send the Christ appointed for you, Jesus”6   The fruit of repentance is a much deeper encounter 
with God – and that is a very good thing 

Closing 
 
Let me in closing add two things. 
 
If you think I am painting an easy definition of repentance, I have failed to communicate the way Jesus saw 
repentance.  Repentance for Jesus wasn’t just turning away from sin – it was turning away from everything 
that was not of God.  If you think that Jesus invitation to “come follow me” takes the teeth out “real 
repentance,” then I would say you don’t understand how far following Jesus will take you away from sin.  After 
Jesus sent the woman caught in adultery away, he made this statement to His disciples: 
 

“I am the Light of the world;  he who follows Me will not walk in the darkness, but will have the Light of 
life.” 

 
Following Jesus will cost you every that is not of God – but the rewards are heavenly. 
 

                                                           
6
 Acts 3:19-20 
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Second, you might say that this doesn’t reflect repentance as its described in the epistles. On the contrary – 
Listen to Paul’s assessment of God calls people to repentance: 
 
 “Do you not know, that the kindness of God leads you to repentance.”7 
 
As part of this on-going journey of getting to know Jesus better, let’s learn from Him about how  important 
repentance was to Jesus and learn how He took called people to repentance.  
 
Let’s close in prayer and allow God to continue to speak to us 

                                                           
7
 Romans 2:4 


