
You Can Change, Part 5: “Repentance"!
2 Corinthians 7:10-16!

Sunday, February 9!
!
Introduction: Stuck To Unstuck!

• On many occasions, I've sat in a restaurant across a table from a friend who in great 

desperation has cried out for help in order to be freed from the powerful addiction he 

faces just about every second of every day. He wants a life-line, some wise, God-

ordained counsel that will equip him with the strength and wisdom to override the 

powerful temptations that so often conquer his resolve to remain “clean.”  He knows 

the deathly threat of this addiction, it’s potential to take his life.!

• But every time I've counseled him, it goes something like this: First, he reacts 

incredulously - as though I am absurdly misdirected. But he gradually comes around 

and seems to soberly embrace my counsel. Then, within 24-hours after we meet 

(literally), he reneges entirely on the conclusions that we arrived at together, and then 

he avoids me like the plague for weeks.!

• What is it that's so hard for him to swallow? Before we all look down on him in our 

self-righteousness, allow me to say that it’s the same problem we all share. Every last 

one of us. The remedy I offer him isn’t automatic. It isn’t user-friendly. It requires that 

he suffer a bit more before he can emerge from his darkness to once again see the 

light of day. It requires that he face his shame before being freed from it.!

• You see, this friend of mine is an incredibly bitter person - one of the most bitter I have 

ever known (which, incidentally, reveals the depth of his pain). He misinterprets the 

most benign, harmless actions of others as being intentionally evil - even the actions 

of the people he loves. So he grows increasingly bitter toward these people based on 

the offenses he has only imagined. He rarely gives a person who has even the best 

intentions the benefit of a doubt. Rather, he assigns dark motives to their actions and 

words. The result is that this brother navigates life as an emotional cripple - it's him 

against the world. This makes him feel badly about himself. And what does he do to 
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counteract the sour taste of rejection? He turns to his addiction. His gangrene 

emotional wounds make him extremely vulnerable to compulsive habits.!

• So the starting place for him in terms of change is forgiveness. It is making peace with 

his past that armed him to fight everybody, to be suspicious of everyone. That’s not to 

say his addiction just disappears at that point. But the only way he can gain sure 

footing in order to fight is to forgive. To love. To put his soul at rest. I hope you’ll pray 

with me that God will open this precious brother’s eyes to this fact. !

• The truth is that we are all recovering from something. And we medicate in a variety of 

ways:!

• Some of us with more scandalous sins like substance abuse, sexual deviancy, 

gambling, explosive anger, and abuse.!

• But we also medicate with our refined underground sins: workaholism, 

shopping, compulsive flirtatiousness, manipulation, overeating, all-consuming 

insecurity, the gluttonous consumption of social media and entertainment, and 

even binging on religion. (Countless churches have “intercessors who use 

prayer meetings to escape the painful reality of their marriage”   or how about 1

the devoted Bible teacher who with his vast Scriptural knowledge creates just 

enough misdirection that no one would ever suspect he abuses his wife.)!

• Here’s the question: How do we break free from the dominance of these insidious 

vices - and their voices in our heads - once and for all? That's the question today’s 

message will begin to address and this is what we'll focus on for the remainder of this 

series, ending on the last Sunday of this month.!

!
Transition: “Lifestyle Repentance”!

• Today, we're talking about “repentance.”  No biblical word better encapsulates the 

concept of change than repentance. At first, I labeled this section “step one," 

indicating that repentance is the first action of change. And that's partly true. But I was 

quickly reminded that repentance isn’t merely a step. It’s a lifestyle. John Calvin 

Bennett �2

�  Scazzero, Peter L. The Emotionally Healthy Church. 17. 1



recorded some insightful words on this. He said, “renewal is not accomplished in a 

moment, a day, or a year, but by...slow progress God abolishes the remains of carnal 

corruption…so that during [believers] whole lives they may practice repentance...”  !2

• Consider Jesus' first proclamation in Mark 1:15. He said, “the kingdom of God is at 

hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”  Repentance goes hand-in-hand with God’s 

kingdom. They are inseparable. What's the kingdom? It's God's rule in our lives. 

When Jesus invited us to enter God’s kingdom, he live under God's rule. Living under 

God's rule isn't a prayer we pray one time. It's a daily, moment-by-moment decision.  

So to enter the kingdom of God is to live in repentance; it's to place our lives in his 

supervision and his care.!

• How do we do this? How do we repent - or change?!

!
Text: 2 Corinthians 7:10-16!

For godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation without regret, whereas 
worldly grief produces death.!

• Here, the Apostle Paul is expressing his relief that the Corinthian church, which was 
rife with dysfunction, ended up embracing his guidance after all. For a while, the jury 
was out. All the years of work Paul put into raising up that local church were on the 
verge of being eradicated by their old, entrenched pagan habits. But Titus, Paul's son 
in the gospel whom he had sent to check in on them, returned with great news: their 
hearts were soft; they were repentant.!

• So Paul gives an assessment of godly vs. worldly grief. Here are some implications:!

• Godly grief:!
1. Godly grief leads to enduring change because it's fueled by the Spirit 

(Implicit in Paul’s comment because only the Spirit "produces" fruit).!
2. Regret cannot linger in godly grief because it is overruled by grace. 

People who struggle with regret are often the ones hitting the ceiling, 
unable to advance. They often blame the past for their lack of growth. 
But people who are changing feel freedom from the past.!
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3. Godly grief is godly! It's God-oriented. It's concern is primarily with 
God’s glory. This is why the Spirit is active in it and this is why it leads 
to change.!

• Worldly grief:!
1. Worldly grief doesn’t lead to change, but bottoms out in regret. 

Worldly grief is infected with regret. Why does regret have power over 
us? Because we're not changing.!

2. Worldly grief is motivated by worldly cares. (Not in order that a God is 
glorified in my life, but maybe you want to change because your 
dysfunction makes you feel bad about yourself and you don't like the 
way that feels. Maybe you're religiously motivated, doing whatever 
you can to please God and avoid his rule at the same time. You want 
to go to heaven, but you also want to enjoy the spoils of this world. 
You want to "be good," but...you really don't. Maybe you find your 
motivation in the embarrassment that would come with getting caught. 
Maybe you’re willing to change in order to keep your marriage in tact. 
None of these reasons produce lasting change because they're fueled 
by pride and self-interest, not the Spirit.!

3. Because it's called "worldly GRIEF," even insincere, unrepentant and 
irreligious people can experience feelings of grief for their wrong-
doing. !

4. Because worldly grief “does not progress beyond remorse,”   it 3

ultimately leads to death.!
!
• Two examples in Scripture that immediately come to my mind are two of Jesus’ 

disciples, Peter and Judas. Both of these men betrayed Jesus. Peter denied that he 
even knew Jesus, and even cursed him, and Judas sold out Jesus to those who 
arrested and tortured him. And both of these men experienced feelings of regret. !
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• Peter, it says in Matthew 26:75, “wept bitterly” after betraying Jesus. But after Jesus’ 
resurrection, we find Peter with the other disciples fishing. And when he spots Jesus 
on shore, he shouted, “It is the Lord!”  Then he dived into the water and swam ashore 
where he was beautifully reunited with the Master. Interestingly, Peter’s betrayal is 
never mentioned. Regret was overcome by restoration. (You can read about this in 
John 21.)!

• Judas, on the other hand, has a different story. Matthew 28 shows us the sequence of 
events. First, he is haunted by his regret. Then he returns the 30-pieces of silver to 
the chief priests, which was his reward for selling out Jesus. Then he goes on to 
admit that he sinned. You would think that these are tell-tale signs of true repentance, 
but what happens next is horrifying. He went and hanged himself. Judas was a man 
of worldly sorrow. And his worldly sorrow didn’t lead to true repentance, but death, just 
like Paul said to the Corinthians. !
!
11 For see what earnestness this godly grief has produced in you, but also what 
eagerness to clear yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what longing, what zeal, 
what punishment! At every point you have proved yourselves innocent in the matter. !

• Now Paul more fully develops the concept of godly sorrow, or authentic repentance. !

• Some of these attributes may seem confusing. “Eagerness to clear yourselves?”  
“Punishment?”  Keep in mind that the Corinthians were swept up in serious 
dysfunction by a member of their church. Much was at stake, including the church's 
gospel witness in this important commercial city and regional hub. This necessarily 
meant that they had to confront this divisive person and set him straight. So don’t get 
hung up on this. We're talking about church discipline on a large scale here, but that 
doesn't mean we can't learn from their example on a personal level. These attributes 
of godly grief correspond directly with the unique aspects of their situation. Rather, try 
to focus on the fact that their repentance was characterized by a change of attitude 
and intentional action to root out sin. Check out what the Spirit "produced" in them:!

• Earnestness: They were resolved to change.!

• Eagerness to clear yourselves/prove yourselves innocent: They were 
committed to regaining their purity; to restoring their spiritual health.!
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• Indignation: they experienced a godly anger toward the offender’s divisive 
behavior which jeopardized the health and vitality of their entire church. We 
should experience this toward our own sin.!

• Fear: They had the fear of God; they had renewed reverence for him. We need 
that in our lives.!

• Longing: They wanted to be restored to their spiritual father, Paul. (Side note: 
people who recover from their wounds seek out and forgive their 
transgressors. These people see the correlation between their relationships 
and their sin. Repentant people know that emotional health is closely related to 
relational health.) !

• Zeal: There was a decisive passion driving their efforts in straightening 
themselves out. !

• Punishment: This probably refers to the measures they took to correct the 
offender, restoring him to the fear of God and living in repentance. !

• Proving selves innocent: [above]!

• And what Paul is saying here is that these attributes are all Spirit-given.!
!
Conclusion: Embracing the Path of Repentance!
12 So although I wrote to you, it was not for the sake of the one who did the wrong, nor 
for the sake of the one who suffered the wrong, but in order that your earnestness for us 
might be revealed to you in the sight of God. !

• Paul's not saying they don't have things to work on; things to fix. They are 
dysfunctional. Rather, what he's saying is that they have forgotten who they are and 
he knew that despite the gloom of this situation, that they would rise to the occasion.!

• All they needed was to remember whose they are. As Paul told them in a previous 
letter, “You are not your own, for you were bought with a price.”  !4

• Note some of the phraseology in the next several verses...!
!
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13 Therefore we are comforted. And besides our own comfort, we rejoiced still more at 
the joy of Titus, because his spirit has been refreshed by you all. 14 For whatever 
boasts I made to him about you, I was not put to shame. But just as everything we said 
to you was true, so also our boasting before Titus has proved true. 15 And his affection 
for you is even greater, as he remembers the obedience of you all, how you received 
him with fear and trembling. 16 I rejoice, because I have complete confidence in you.!

• He knew they would repent (or change) once they remembered who they were!!

• Repentance is identity-based. We all willingly alter our behaviors to match what we 
think about ourselves. Sometimes we forget who we are, like the Corinthians, and we 
need to be corrected. But, make no mistake, the people who change are the ones 
who see themselves as God's possessions to be used however he decides. !
!
4. Concluding Thoughts On Repentance!

• Wayne Grudem defines repentance as “…a heartfelt sorrow for sin, a renouncing of it, 
and a sincere commitment to forsake it and walk in obedience to Christ.”    But we 5

must ask what it is that would motivate someone to do this? What could be so 
convincing that people would change their fundamental allegiance, defy everything 
they know as comfortable, reject what their emotions are screaming at them, and 
embrace an entirely new lifestyle? It is my belief that the only people who can repent 
(or change) are those who are convinced of their new identities in Christ - that it is 
intolerable to remain as they are. That to remain the way they are is to be something 
they are not; it is to be untrue to their new natures in Christ and thus untrue to their 
true selves.!

• Next week, we are going to talk about how to store up the resources in Christ from 
which we can draw strength even in our weakest, most vulnerable times. He has put 
an armory of weapons at our disposal. All we have to do is use them. So we will talk 
about specific behaviors and actions that we can use to fight the fight of change. !

• But please do not forget this: Only repentant people - people who walk in godly grief - 
will use these weapons. Are you one of those people? 
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