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 Faith and Repentance

“The two great graces essential to a saint in this life are faith and repentance.  These are the two wings 

by which he flies to heaven.  Faith and repentance preserve the spiritual life as heat and radical 

moisture do the natural” (Watson 7).  With these words the great Puritan Thomas Watson begins his 

little book called The Doctrine of Repentance.  Watson's words are a fitting introduction to any study of

these two crucial doctrines as they underscore with insight and clarity the critical importance of 

grasping the way in which Scripture uses these terms.  While many are familiar with the words 

themselves it is important that we examine the breadth of Scripture's teaching on both faith and 

repentance.  Indeed, it would be hard to overstate the importance of these doctrines to the life and 

godliness of the Christian.  The Biblical teaching on faith and repentance is the foundation on which 

both our justification and our sanctification are built.

As we begin our study of these twin doctrines we must first define them.  This will provide us with the 

necessary categories and framework within which we can understand the application of these doctrines 

to our lives.  The Westminster Shorter Catechism is quite helpful in this regards as it both asks and 

answers the questions “What is faith in Jesus Christ?” and “What is repentance unto life?” 

(Westminster Divines).  We will begin by defining faith.  In answer to the question “What is faith in 

Jesus Christ?” the catechism answers, “Faith in Jesus Christ is a saving grace, whereby we receive and 

rest upon him alone for salvation, as he is offered to us in the gospel” (Westminster Divines).  While 

there is much that could be said about this answer and the Scriptural teaching which it summarizes it is 

important for us here to notice that faith is first, a saving grace.  In other words it is connected to our 

justification as the means by which we receive Christ.  However, faith does more than just make us 

right with God, it actually goes beyond that to actually make us more like God.  It is the instrument that

God uses to bring us into both union and communion with Himself.  To use the language of the
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catechism, “we receive and rest upon him alone for salvation, as he is offered to us in the gospel” 

(Westminster Divines).  These two verbs (receiving and resting) give us helpful categories to think 

about the role that faith plays in our justification (receiving Christ) and our sanctification (resting on 

Christ).  We'll unpack these ideas further in a moment, but first let's look at what the catechism has to 

say about repentance.

In answer to the question, “What is repentance unto life?” the catechism answers this way, “Repentance

unto live 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” (Westminster Divines).  As with the first question there is a lot 

that could be said about this, but from the outset we should notice the startling similarity between the 

catechism's teaching on faith and its teaching about repentance.  Both terms are defined as being, “a 

saving grace”.  This is significant because it identifies both of these doctrines as being part of the 

Bible's teaching concerning salvation which means that, like faith, repentance is related to our 

justification before God.  Yet, it doesn't end there and as with faith it describes repentance as something

that takes place throughout the believer's life.  In summarizing the Scripture's teaching then, the 

catechism frames our understanding of both faith and repentance in terms of our justification, or 

receiving Christ, and our sanctification, or resting upon Christ.  With this in mind, we turn now from 

the confessional categories to examine the biblical teaching about faith and repentance as they relate to 

both our justification and our sanctification.       

In understanding the relationship between our faith and our justification before God there are a number 

of passages worth examining.  Yet foremost among these has to be the book of Romans.  William 

Hendriksen captures Paul's emphasis in this book well when he says, “Accordingly, we find that in this 
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epistle the doctrine of salvation by sovereign grace – justification by faith apart from law works – is set

forth in detail” (Hendriksen 342).  In Romans 1:17 Paul quotes the prophet Habakkuk to set the stage 

for his discussion of the gospel.  Beginning in verse sixteen Paul says, “For I am not ashamed of the 

gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the

Greek.  For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, 'The righteous

shall live by faith'” (Romans 1:16-17).  The flow of Paul's thought here helpfully explains the role that 

faith plays in our salvation.  He begins by stating that he is talking about the gospel and that it is in this 

gospel that the righteousness of God is revealed by faith.  In Romans Paul emphasizes the great point 

that we are justified (that is, we are made right with God) not by our works but rather by faith.  To a 

culture that placed high value on good works this was a remarkable statement to make.  Yet as Paul 

explains in Romans chapter four, “Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but 

as his due.  And to the one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is 

counted as righteousness” (Romans 4:4-5).  Paul does not write these things to discourage good works 

(that will become clear as we examine the relationship between faith and sanctification) but rather to 

emphasize the centrality of faith in coming to and receiving Christ.  As Morton Smith put it, “In other 

words, Paul stresses that faith is a gift of God and that our works have no bearing on our standing 

before God” (Smith).  Paul summarizes it well in the book of Galatians when he says, “yet we know 

that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have 

believe in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because 

by works of the law no one will be justified” (Galatians 2:16).  What then is the relationship between 

our faith and our justification?  Robert Rollock says it well, 

“Faith unites us to Christ first and then to his blessings and everything else there is in him.  

When God sits in judgment the first thing he will see is that fellowship with Christ and only 

then will he look at the benefits by which we receive the righteousness and satisfaction made by
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Christ and will declare that we are righteous because of him” (Bray 74).                    

Yet faith is not the only saving grace that is at work in our justification.  To gain a deeper understanding

of our salvation we must now look at the relationship between repentance and justification.  Thomas 

Watson says this about the subject, “I am sure that repentance is of such importance that there is no 

being saved without it. [...] In Adam we all suffered shipwreck, and repentance is the only plank left us 

after shipwreck to swim to heaven” (Watson 12-13).  The preaching of Christ and the Apostles is full of

calls to repent and believe (Matthew 3:2, Mark, 1:15, Acts 3:19; 8:22) and the writer of the epistle of 

Hebrews calls repentance the foundation of our faith (Hebrews 6:1).  In Acts twenty as Paul makes his 

final speech to the Ephesian elders he connects these two key doctrines of faith and repentance when he

says, “I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable, and teaching you in public 

and from house to house, testifying both to Jews and to Greeks of repentance toward God and of faith 

in our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 20:20-21).  As even this brief survey makes clear, both faith and 

repentance are foundational to our justification.

However, faith and repentance are not only central in our receiving Christ (justification) but also in our 

daily resting upon Christ (in our sanctification).  In the book of Hebrews much is said about faith.  The 

eleventh chapter of Hebrews uses the phrase “by faith” more than fifteen times as it walks through the 

history of the Old Testament and surveys the stories of the Old Testament saints.  Throughout this 

chapter the overarching point is that it was their faith which not only justified them before God (a point

which Paul makes in Romans 4) but that it is also what sustained them throughout their lives of 

suffering as they awaited the hope of Christ's coming.  As a preface to this glorious chapter the writer 

of Hebrews returns once more to the words of Habakkuk 2:4 at the end of chapter ten.  Speaking to the 

suffering Christians (i.e. those who had already been justified) of the early church Hebrews ten says, 

4



“Therefore do not throw away your confidence, which has a great reward.  For you have need of

endurance, so that when you have done the will of God you may receive what is promised.  For,

'Yet a little while, and the coming one will come and will not delay; but my righteous one shall 

live by faith, and if he shrinks back, my soul has no pleasure in him.'  But we are not of those 

who shrink back and are destroyed, but of those who have faith and preserve their souls” 

(Hebrews 10:35-39).

What is remarkable about this passage is that faith is viewed here not only as the instrument of our 

justification but also as key to our sanctification as well.  This passage is specifically addressed to those

who have received Christ and yet it offers a specific call to exercise their faith to rest upon Christ as 

they await his second coming.  Just as Romans four is concerned to show how faith stands as the 

foundation of our justification so Hebrews eleven (for which the end of chapter ten is a preface) is 

concerned to show how faith is also the foundation of our sanctification and resting upon Christ.  

In understanding the relationship between repentance and sanctification we turn now to briefly examine

the seventh chapter of Paul's second epistle to the Corinthians.  This is another passage addressed to 

those who have already received Christ through heeding the call to repentance through faith (2 

Corinthians 1:1).  However, even though they had been justified before God sin was still at work within

them.  This point was made painfully clear to them through Paul's first letter to Corinth.  Yet Paul did 

not regret the grief which his letter caused as he makes clear in chapter seven, “As it is, I rejoice, not 

because you were grieved, but because you were grieved into repenting.  For you felt a godly grief, so 

that you suffered no loss through us.  For godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation 

without regret, whereas worldly grief produces death” (2 Corinthians 7:9-10).  As this passage makes 

clear then, repentance is not only a saving grace that unites us to Christ in justification, but is also the 

means by which we constantly turn to him and become more and more like him.  As Hebrews says, it is
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this pattern of godly correction followed by godly grief and repentance which produces holiness in the 

lives of God's children (Hebrews 12:3-17).  

Even from this brief study, we can see that if we are to have a proper understanding of the nature of our

justification and of our sanctification we must approach these issues with a proper understanding of 

faith and repentance.  The Biblical teaching on faith and repentance is the foundation on which both 

our justification and our sanctification are built.  If we are to receive Christ as he is offered to us in the 

gospel and also to rest upon him as we await his promised second coming we must exercise both faith 

and repentance in humble reliance on the Holy Spirit.  Let us be diligent to constantly exercise both of 

these saving graces and let us pray that it may be said of us as it was said of Paul that he constantly 

testified to that which was profitable, “repentance toward God and of faith in our Lord Jesus Christ” 

(Acts 20:21).           
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