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Finding Your Way Back To God 3.5 -- Awakening to Help -- 
Repentance 

(week of 4/17/2016) 

Text:  Luke 15:17-20a; Romans 12:1-2; 2nd Corinthians 7:8-10 
 
Big Idea:  True repentance is an act of your mind, your heart, and your will. 
 
Icebreaker:  Where are you in the birth order of your family — youngest,  
oldest, in the middle?  How has that tended to shape your life? 
 
We’re halfway through our sermon/study series on the parable of the lost son (or, the prodigal son).  We’re at 

the point in the story when the son has fallen as low as he can go, and he has realized that the only way his 
life can once again be what it was meant to be is  to turn his back on his ruined life, and return to his father.  
Let’s review the story so far: 

 
Luke 15:11-20a  Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two sons.  (12)  The younger one said to his father, 'Father, 

give me my share of the estate.' So he divided his property between them.  (13)  "Not long after that, the younger son 
got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living.  (14)  After he had 
spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need.  (15)  So he went and 
hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs.  (16)  He longed to fill his stomach 
with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything. 

(17)  When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired servants have food to spare, and here I am 
starving to death!  (18)  I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven 
and against you.  (19)  I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired servants.'  (20)  So 
he got up and went to his father. . . 

 
Verses 17-20 show us that the son had discovered the true nature of repentance.  We see in his words and 

actions that there are three distinct elements in repentance that work together to change a person’s life: 
 
(1)  The Intellectual Element -- Choosing the way I think 
Luke 15:17-18  "When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired servants have food to spare, and 

here I am starving to death!  (18)  I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and against you. 

 
In both the Old and New Testaments, there are a pair of words that show what has to change IN us if our 

repentance is to be effective.  In both pairs, one of the words speaks to a change in the way we THINK.  In the 
OT, the word “shoob” centers on the idea of a radical change in one's attitude toward sin and God.  It 
implies a conscious, intentional move away from sin, and a personal decision to leave sin behind. The NT 
word “meta-nō-eh́-ō” does the same thing. The term signifies “to have another mind,” to change the opinion 
or thinking with regard to sin.  We have to decide to be honest with ourselves -- that what we have become, 
or what we are doing, is wrong, and needs to be changed. 

 
“The prodigal shows us a number of things about true repentance. [Repentance] always begins by seeing our 

true condition for what it is: ‘He came to himself [or, his senses].’ He realized what he had done. It took him a 
while to come to this awareness. We don’t know how long he was slopping pigs before he realized how low he had 
sunk, but finally his eyes were opened to his true, awful condition and he thought, ‘What am I doing here?’ ” 
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Q:  Just what is it that caused the lost son to come to his senses:  his lack of money, the nature of his new 
job, his hunger, his being abandoned by everyone, something else?  What do you think it was? 

 
Q:  The phrase, “he came to his senses”, could be more literally translated, “he came to himself.”  If he hadn’t 

been himself, who had he been?  Or, if he hadn’t been in his senses, WHERE had he been? 
 
Q:  Has there been a time in your life when you had lost your way (in ANYthing, but especially in your walk 

with God), but something or someone jarred your thinking and got you pointed in the right direction?  Would 
you tell us about that? 

 
Q:  Romans 12:1-2  Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as a living 

sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God -- this is your true and proper worship.  (2)  Do not conform to the pattern of this 
world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is --
his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

  In verse 2, what does Paul say about the way we think, and what the result of that should be? 
 
Q:  Paul implies that without a change in thinking, we either CAN’T know or WON’T know what God’s will for 

us is.  Based on your experience, which is it (CAN’T or WON’T), and why is it that way? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(2)  The Emotional Element -- Choosing the way I feel 
Luke 15:19   I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired servants.' 
 
Again, in both the Old and New Testaments, there are a pair of words that show what has to change IN us if 

our repentance is to be effective.  In both pairs, the other of the words speaks to a change in the way we 
FEEL.  The OT word, “nāy-ḥam,” is an onomatopoetic term (it sounds kinda like what it is) which implies 
difficulty in breathing.  It was used to say “to pant,” “to sigh,” “to groan.” Over time, it came to signify “to 
lament” or “to grieve.”  So, when it’s a reaction to one's own character and deeds it means, “to regret,” or 
“to repent.” 

The NT term “meta-meĺ-ō-mai” signifies to have a feeling of care, concern or regret; like nāy-ḥam, it expresses 
the emotional aspect of repentance. The feeling indicated by the word most often becomes mere remorse on 
account of sin, but not necessarily a change of heart. This word is used with reference to the repentance of 
Judas, who repented only in the sense of regret or remorse, but not in the sense of the abandonment of sin.  

 
“There clearly CAN be a knowledge of sin that doesn’t lead to turning from it as an awful thing which 

dishonors God and ruins man.  That kind of knowledge leads only to a fear of punishment, a desire to not get 
caught and not to the hatred and abandonment of sin.  But because that approach doesn’t bring about the 
kind of change God wants for you, an emotional element has to be involved in repentance.  While feeling is 
not the equivalent of repentance, it CAN be a powerful part of a genuine turning from sin. The feelings WILL 
be involved if New Testament repentance is to be experienced.  The feelings naturally accompanying true 
repentance imply a conviction of personal sin and sinfulness and an earnest appeal to God to forgive 
according to His mercy.” [International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, adapted] 

 
Q:  Psalms 51:16-17  You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.  (17)  My 

sacrifice, O God, is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart you, God, will not despise. 
This psalm was written by King David, at one of the lowest moments of his life -- he’d had one of his soldiers 
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murdered to cover up having an affair with the man’s wife.  Describe the feelings that David must have had 
in that “broken and contrite heart”, and if you can, tell us when you’ve had those kinds of feelings about 
you and God. 

 
Q:  CAN we choose or control our feelings, or do they just come on us uncontrollably?  [We may not be able 

to keep some feelings from popping in on us, but we MUST control them properly.  If I meet a woman who is 
not my wife, I may have an unbidden thought about how attractive she is.  I can’t much help that.  But I CAN 
control whether I DWELL ON that thought, and allow it to grow to a feeling for her that I have no business 
having.  As Martin Luther is reported to have said, “You can’t keep the birds from flying over your head, but 
you can keep them from building a nest in your hair.”] 

 
Q:  Referring to this parable, Tim Keller wrote, “It’s not the repentance that causes the father’s love, but 

rather the reverse”.  How does our understanding of the way God loves us affect the way we feel about our 
sin?  (Or, if it doesn’t, how SHOULD it, and why doesn’t it?) 

 
Q:  Is it easy or hard to feel that God loves YOU, and do you have any thoughts on why that might be so? 
 
Q:  (a) To keep the hope that his father would still love him, what should the son have remembered about 

his father?    (b) To keep the hope that God still loves YOU, what should YOU be remembering about him? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
(3)  The Volitional Element -- Choosing the way I behave 
Luke 15:20a  So he got up and went to his father. . . 
 
The strongest element in true repentance is that it is voluntary, or volitional.  This simply means that 

repentance is something that you choose to do.  The ideas about repentance in both the Old and New 
Testament place their strongest emphasis on the will, the change of mind, the change of purpose, a complete 
and sincere turning to God which involves free will and individual responsibility. 

 
“The gospel always brings us to the end of ourselves, our resources, our schemes, and everything else that 

we rely on, until we must come directly to God Himself.  Note that the prodigal’s repentance was not just 
thought, but action. He didn’t just sit there in the pigsty thinking, ‘I should go back to my father some day.’ 
He didn’t just feel bad about what he had done, although he must have felt terrible. But he didn’t just sit 
there feeling depressed. He got up and made that long journey back. Some say that repentance is merely a 
change of mind. It is a change of mind, but not merely a change of mind. It is a change of mind that results in 
our turning from our sin to God. In going back to his father, the young man was leaving his friends and his 
loose way of life. He put a great deal of distance between himself and those old temptations. Repentance 
involved the action of leaving his sin and returning to his father.”  [Steven Cole]   

 
Q:  Would you evaluate a person who repents, but keeps going back into sin, as being truly repentant?  

Explain your answer. 
 
Q:  [LEADER -- this looks like 3 questions, but read it all as just one question]  What kind of repentance do we 

see in the story of the lost son? Does it seem like a true repentance, that he’s sorry for what he did; or that 
he is sorry only for the consequences of what he did? What hints about it exist in the verses? 
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Q:  There’s a colorful phrase in Shakespeare’s MacBeth that might apply here:  “But screw your courage to the 
sticking-place, and we’ll not fail.”  What motivates you best when you have to “screw your courage to the 
sticking place” in a spiritual life situation? 

 
Q:  “Two of the most powerful words in the human language are, ‘I will.’ It was by an act of his will he decided 

to demand his inheritance to run away from home, and it was by an act of his will he decided to get out of 
the pig sty and head back home.”  [David Dykes]   It seems that people often have great difficulty saying “I 
will” to they ought to do -- even when they know it’s EXACTLY what they most need.  Why is that? 

 
Q:  With which of the three elements of repentance (intellectual, emotional, volitional) do you most often 

have the most difficulty, and what would encourage you to be stronger in it? 
 
 
NEXT STEPS:  Find a place in your life where you’ve been unable to repent of and walk away from a 

particular sin.  Ask your spouse or a close friend to help you sort out your thinking and feeling about it, and 
to push you towards choosing to surrender your will to God in it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FURTHER STUDY NOTES 
 
 
The first four beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-6) form a perfect picture of the process of true repentance: 
 “Blessed are the poor in spirit” -- A consciousness of spiritual poverty dethroning pride; 
 “Blessed are those who mourn” -- a sense of personal unworthiness producing grief; 
 “Blessed are the meek” -- a willingness to surrender to God in genuine humility; 
 “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness” -- a strong spiritual desire developing into 

hunger and thirst. 
The intellect must function, the emotions must be aroused, and the will must act. 
 
 
 
 


