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We are a number of weeks into a series on Spiritual Disciplines – things like prayer, 
fasting, solitude & silence and Bible study. Today we are talking about repentance. 
Now, repentance isn’t something that we usually think of as a spiritual discipline – 
and when we do, we think of some traditions where you go into a confession booth 
and tell about some bad things you did or thought and then the minister gives you a 
prayer to say or some good deed to do. But that isn’t what I’m talking about when I 
talk of repentance. 
 
Now, I think we all recognize the roll of repentance in our lives, but it is often 
something of an aberration. It is a concession, it isn’t something that is meant to be a 
part of the Christian life. We recognize that the Christian life begins by repentance – 
but that was before we were Christians. Now that we are Christians, we view 
repentance like a biathlete views the penalty loop. 
 
Are you familiar with biathlon? It’s a winter sport where you ski, and then you pause 
to shoot at targets. You have 5 targets and for everyone you miss, you have to ski the 
penalty loop. But the goal of a biathlete is to not ski the loop. It isn’t technically part 
of the race. It’s a side trip. It is avoidable if you just do the shooting part right.  
 
And that is how I think we often view repentance. It’s our penalty loop. If we mess 
up and we sin, then we have to ski it, but it is just an accommodation, we shouldn’t 
really be needing it. If the race is run right, there is no repentance. We use it from 
time to time when we mess up, but it isn’t part of our regular Christian life and it 
certainly isn’t a Spiritual discipline.  
 
I want to submit that if we think like that, we do not understand Christianity. When 
Martin Luther nailed the 95 theses to the door of Wittenberg chapel – the act that 
started the Protestant Reformation – do you know what his first thesis was? 
 
 “When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ``Repent'' (Mt 4:17), he willed 
the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.” 
 
Luther said the Christian life is the life of repentance. That is what it means to be a 
Christian. Not that the Christian life begins by repentance, but that the totality of the 
Christian life is a life of repentance. It isn’t an aberration. It isn’t a “penalty loop”. It’s 
the Christian life.  
I don’t think we have that same view today. And this morning, I want to look at why. 
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Read Isaiah 6:1-10 
 
Isaiah was a prophet. He was righteous, honorable and holy. He was a man of 
standing and reputation. And as such, he went into the temple to worship God and 
to meet with others. But when he went, something very unexpected happened. 
Isaiah saw the one person he would have never expected to see in the temple: God. 
 
We laugh, but we are the same. We come to church and we expect to see each other 
and we may expect to hear from God, we might even have an experience – you 
know, if the music is good or the speaker is dynamic – but we don’t expect to 
actually see God. And I think that is the primary reason why we see repentance as an 
add-on to life rather than the centre of the Christian life. 
 

I. Repentance happens when we see God for who He is  
But when Isaiah went to the temple, what did he see? Read v.1-4 
 
The scene opens that the entire temple (and the temple was huge) is filled with the 
train (the tails) of God’s robe and it completely fills the temple with glory. God’s 
robe is like the least God part of God. Couples don’t prominently place wedding 
pictures of the groom posing with the train of the Bride’s dress. So Isaiah has this 
overwhelming, almost oppressive view of God’s glory and it’s really just the train of 
His robe. 
 
And then there are these angels (Seraphim). When we think of angels we think of 
cute cherubs or winged humans. But these are terrifying. “Seraph” literally means 
“burning one” so we get an image that they are on fire or their glory is so potent it 
burns and they have 6 wings. But God’s glory so eclipses even these Burning Ones 
that they can’t even look at God. Two wings cover their face and two wings cover 
their feet. 
 
And the angels call out to each other “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of hosts (armies)”. 
In English, we don’t really get this repetition “Holy, Holy, Holy.” But in Hebrew, 
repetition is used for emphasis or to communicate the superlative. For example, 
there is a place in Genesis that our English translations say that men fell into a “deep 
pits” but the Hebrew calls them “pit pits”. There are “pits” and then there are “pit 
pits”. Deep, dangerous pits. There are lots of other places where we see this double 
repetition. But only when referring to God’s holiness is there ever a triple repetition. 
It communicates perfection of the attribute. So God’s holiness is absolutely 
superlative. It is complete and total holiness. Holiness is the complete otherness of 
something. It is set apart and God is completely set apart. Completely above and 
beyond anything that we know and can compare to Him. So much so that these 
Burning Ones keep calling it out while they cover their faces from His glory. 
 
And how does Isaiah respond? Isaiah, this righteous man. This prophet. This 
intellectual. This man of artistic and literary genius.  Does he break into worship? 
No. “Woe is me!” “I am ruined!” “For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a 
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people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.” He 
breaks into repentance.  
 
Isaiah melts into a puddle. When we read “woe is me” it’s tempting to think this is 
some kind of annoying self pity, but “woe” is a word of judgment. It’s what a prophet 
says right before he calls down fire and brimstone. But Isaiah calls it down on 
himself! 
Faced with God’s glory and holiness, Isaiah completely melts. “I’m ruined.” I 
guarantee you, Isaiah did not walk into the temple that day planning on repenting. If 
we asked him as he went in if he had anything to repent of, he’d probably shrug his 
shoulders. I imagine that is what most of us would have done if I did the same to you 
as you came in this morning. But when you see God – in all His glory and holiness 
- repentance happens.  
 
But Isaiah doesn’t just repent. He repents of His greatest strength. Think about it. He 
says “I am a man of unclean lips” Isaiah is a communicator. Of course we know him 
as that now, but he certainly was before this encounter with God also. He was a 
prophet. If anything of Isaiah was pure and met God’s expectations, it was his lips. 
But in that moment it isn’t even close. Immediately, Isaiah recoils. He sees he is 
nothing. Not even his lips. They are unclean. He is broken. He is destroyed. Because 
when we come face to face with God everything melts away. We realize who we are.  
 
It doesn’t matter who you are. It doesn’t matter how pure, how righteous, how holy 
you are. When you see God, when you actually see Him – when He is a reality and 
not a concept – you will always be driven to repentance. You will become aware of 
your sin, your pride, your twisted motivations, your idolatry, your ugliness. Look 
through the Scriptures, you will see that. When people encounter God, they repent.  
 

II. Repentance happens when we stop comparing ourselves to others  
 
Now I want to pause here for a second. We will get back to this idea, but I want to 
focus on something in Isaiah’s confession here that I think often blocks us from 
repenting.  At the beginning of this passage there is a weird introduction “In the year 
that King Uzziah died.” King Uzziah was a good King, one of the best that Jerusalem 
had, but he spent the last several years of his reign as a recluse because God gave 
him leprosy because of his pride. When he died, Jerusalem was going downhill. The 
culture was plummeting, the kingdom was plummeting. In Isaiah’s lifetime, God 
would bring judgment right up to the gates of Jerusalem. But Isaiah was a cultural 
elite. And he was righteous. He knew he was part of the solution. He was a part of 
the group that was going to make Jerusalem great again and bring them back to God. 
 
And we all do this. We are part of the solution. The problem is everyone else. It’s the 
Liberals, it’s the NDP, it’s the Conservatives, it’s the pro-lifers/pro-choice it’s the 
Donald Trump supporters.  
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But look at Isaiah. “I am a man of unclean lips and I live among a people of unclean 
lips.” What is he saying? He’s saying, “I thought I was a part of the solution, I thought 
I was different, that I was better, but now I see I’m part of the problem. Compared to 
the Lord, I’m just as proud and sinful, I’m just as wrong as anyone else in this nation. 
Woe is me.” 
 
I want you to think about that for a moment, OK. Because this is probably the 
number one thing that keeps us from repentance. Instead of looking to God, we 
compare ourselves to others and repentance can only happen when we stop 
comparing ourselves to others  
 
At the end of Luke 7, Luke tells us a story of Jesus being invited to the house of a 
Pharisee named Simon.  
But in the middle of this scene comes a woman, a prostitute, and she rushes up to 
Jesus and washes his feet with her tears and wipes his feet with her hair and anoints 
his feet with perfume. And Simon is appalled. How can this holy man allow this to 
happen, surely he must know what kind of woman this is! So Simon is forced to 
conclude that either 

a) Jesus is a terrible teacher because he is completely dumb and doesn’t 
realize that this woman is a tramp OR 

b) Jesus is a terrible human being because he realizes who she is and doesn’t 
care that this completely inappropriate scene is taking place. 

 
Jesus, of course, sees things differently and he tells Simon a story (Luke 7:41-42)  
 “Two people owed money to a certain moneylender. One owed him 500 
denarii and the other 50. Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so 
he forgave the debts of both. Now which of them will love him more?” 
 
What is Jesus saying? He is saying “Simon, you think you are part of the solution 
because you think you are better than this woman. But you still have a debt that you 
cannot hope to pay. She at least realizes this fact, but you refuse to. You are acting 
like a man with money in the bank, because you are only looking at her. But look at 
me. You have a debt that you cannot pay. In fact, because she at least realizes it and 
you don’t, you are in a worse position.” 
 
And we all do this. We can always find someone more sinful than us. We can find 
someone more at fault than us. We say, “well, I did my best, so I have nothing to 
repent of.” But that simply isn’t true. 
 
This time last year Barton announced his resignation. To be honest, it caught me off 
guard. I wasn’t expecting it. I know that was the same for a lot of you who were here. 
But at the same time, I thought this was giving us an opportunity to be something 
different as a church. To redefine ourselves. To really understand what it meant to 
be a church that brings renewal to our neighborhood. But I didn’t know what to do, 
so throughout the summer I constantly prayed and sought God. And as I did this I 
dreamed and I felt God gave me a vision of a co-leadership where I would focus on 
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changing our culture to be a church that cared at least as much about who we were 
outside of Sunday morning as we cared about what we did on Sunday morning. I 
was so convinced that this was the way forward that I stopped praying and 
dreaming with the same fervor that I had been. I started to lean, not on God, but on 
the vision I felt He gave me. I focused on the part of this vision that I felt God had 
given me to do and subtly, subconsciously disparaged the other aspects. I saw 
myself as part of the solution. I thought it would be an easy transition and I took a 
role of Interim Lead Pastor that robed our church of being able to have a clear 
leader guide us through the transition process when I couldn’t participate because 
of conflict of interest. Mixed motivations have tainted many of my decisions, 
communication and actions. And I could go on. But why do I say this. One, to repent 
to you. Some of my actions this past year have put us in a very difficult position, one 
that I do not want to see our church in and have caused significant pain to people in 
our congregation. 
 
But the other reason I share this is because there is a tendency to look back on 
situations and, at most say, “I made mistakes” but not repent. We can always look 
around and find someone else to carry the blame. But all that means is that we 
aren’t encountering God. We are trying to ignore Him. We do not move forward as 
followers of Jesus without repentance – actual, full-on, honest, brutal repentance. 
We are all sinners, not “mistakers”. We are sinners, not blame-shifters. Until we look 
at Christ and look at ourselves and say “Woe is me!” nothing changes. Until we stop 
saying “my people have unclean lips” and start saying “I’m a man/woman of unclean 
lips” nothing changes. That goes for us as individuals and it goes for us as a 
community. 
 
[[ Just a quick aside. Last night I was listening to an old sermon by Tim Keller, and he 
was talking about how we often look to the Bible for guidance. I know a lot of us are 
looking for guidance through this situation right now. But what Keller said caught 
my ear. He said “Generally, the Bible doesn’t tell us how to get God’s guidance, it 
tells us the kind of person that can discern the will of God”. So yes, we need 
guidance. We really need guidance right now. But the way to guidance is to be the 
type of person who can discern the will of God. ]] 
 
The apostle Paul said “Jesus Christ came to save sinners – of whom I am the worst” – 
not was, whom I am – present tense. Jesus said, “it’s the sick that need a physician, 
not the healthy.” If we refuse to recognize who we are. If we refuse to confess that 
we are sick – we have no need of Christ and He has no need of us.  
 
When we look around and compare ourselves to other people, we will not encounter 
the glory and the holiness of God. We won’t cry out like Isaiah did “woe is me, I am 
undone.” We won’t recognize our fundamental brokenness, that we are more 
broken, more sinful, more proud, more twisted than we have ever realized. 
 

III. Repentance happens when we feel the judgment we deserve, but 
didn’t fall on us  
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That is why Isaiah recognized. He stopped comparing himself to others when he saw 
God and he realized that he was part of the problem. And the moment he realized 
that, an angel rushed out at him. Did you notice that? 
 
One of the angels (the Burning Ones), takes a coal from the altar with tongs (it is so 
hot that even the “burning one” can’t handle it with its hands) and rushes out to 
Isaiah. 
Now I want you to think about this from Isaiah’s perspective for now. The only 
image that Isaiah has of fire from God is judgment. Every time that the unholy meets 
the holy and the holy lashes out in fire, it results in the consumption of the unholy. 
So as the angel speeds out to him, I’m positive that is what Isaiah is thinking – I’m 
unholy, I’m wretched, I’m undone, I’m dead. I’m a gonner. 
But that isn’t what happens. No, the coal touches his lip – the very thing he declared 
unclean – and the pronouncement is not a pronouncement of judgment, it’s a 
pronouncement of grace. Why? How? 
 
Well what is that coal from? It is from the altar. It is from the burnt offering. It’s from 
the sacrifice.  
Well, what does that mean? It means that Isaiah was right, he should have been 
consumed – but something else already was. Isaiah was right, he should have been 
destroyed – but something else already was. And here is the proof. All that is left of 
the bull or the lamb or whatever is this coal. Judgment is already fallen. And Isaiah 
tastes it, but he doesn’t absorb it. 
 
You see, repentance happens when we feel the judgment we deserve but didn’t 
fall on us.  
Now, of course, we know that the blood of bulls and goats doesn’t cleanse us of sin, 
but it looks ahead to the only thing that could. It looks ahead to Christ. Jesus was 
Holy, Holy, Holy. He was the only man who could stand where Isaiah stood, where 
we stand, in the presence of God and survive. But He didn’t. In Gethsemane what did 
he say? “My soul is sorrowful, even unto death.” What is he saying, it’s the same 
as Isaiah “Woe is me.” But Jesus didn’t have a word of pardon, he took the brunt of 
the wrath. He was the true sacrifice. 
 
Without Jesus, fire is always a symbol of destruction, of consumption, of 
judgment. But because Jesus was consumed, it is now a symbol of purification. 
 
Do you see what happens to Isaiah? In the very same moment that he realizes that 
he is more sinful than he ever realized, he is confronted that he is more loved and 
accepted than he ever dared hope. You can’t have one without the other. In a 
moment, Isaiah’s whole understanding of himself is completely stripped and re-
built. 
 
Think back to Isaiah walking into the temple. How did he do that? On what 
confidence did he walk into the temple? On his own. He did it because he met his 
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own standard. He walked in on the credit of his own righteousness. But then he 
came face to face with God and his standards became irrelevant. God blew them out 
of the water. He realized he was nothing. But in the same moment, he is declared to 
be something – not because he met a standard but because the standard was met for 
him. 
 
We can’t repent unless we have that same experience. How can we? If we build our 
lives on confidence in ourselves, we can’t admit that we’re wrong. If I build my 
confidence on my own ability the lead, how can I look back and say, man, I messed 
up? I can’t. I have to find excuses. “Oh the situation was … “, “I was given bad advice 
…” or I have to limit it, “I wasn’t wrong, per se, I just misjudged …” No wonder we 
don’t repent. If our confidence or our identity is in ourselves, repenting is like me 
when I was working construction and I knocked out a brace for the scaffolding I was 
standing on – everything comes tumbling down and we risk getting hurt. 
  
But if we have that experience that Isaiah had – if we came face to face with God’s 
glory, if we discovered that we actually do deserve death but we’ve been spared -
how can we not repent? And repent now, daily, present tense, like Paul. 
 
Almost 400 years ago, Puritan Stephen Chernock talked about two different ways 
that we can repent. One is going to Mount Sinai. It is a legalistic repentance. The 
other is going to Mount Calvary. It is a repentance based in the gospel.  
 
 
 “A legal conviction [of sin] ariseth from a consideration of God’s justice chiefly, 
an evangelical conviction [of sin] from a sense of God’s goodness. A legally 
convinced person cries out, ‘I have exasperated a power that is as the roaring of 
a lion … I have provoked one that is the Sovereign Lord of heaven and earth 
whose word can tear up the foundation of the world …’ But an evangelically 
convinced person cries, ‘I have incensed the goodness that is like the dropping of 
a dew. I have offended a God that had his hands stretched out to me as a friend. 
My heart must be made of marble. My heart must be made of iron to throw his 
blood in his face.’ ” 
 
Do you see the difference? The first repentance is hardly repentance at all, it’s self 
pity. It’s motivated almost entirely by a fear of punishment. But it has very little to 
do with God and does nothing to change our attitude toward sin. But the second, the 
second it grows in us a love for God so much that we hate our sin. Really truly hate 
our sin. 
 
A month or so ago a person from our congregation was at our place and she was 
telling us about the difference between being disciplined by her mom and being 
disciplined by her dad. (I have permission to share this by-the-way) She said she 
made it a little game to see how angry she could get her mom. She would do things 
and make her mom angry and her mom would discipline her and it was almost a 
game. The discipline would hurt, but it would not actually change her. If anything, it 
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would make her want to see if she could make her mom even more angry next time. 
But with her dad, it was different. Her dad would sit her down and talk to her. And 
as he talked, she would get more and more upset at how she had let her dad down 
and hurt him. She would beg him to give her a spanking instead of talking to her. 
With him, she grew to hate her disobedience because of what it did to her dad. 
 
Now that isn’t a perfect illustration, but it shows us the difference between the law 
and the gospel, between a legal conviction and an evangelical (gospel-driven) 
conviction. 
In Christ, the hammer doesn’t fall on us. But we see what it cost God to have that 
justice fall on Christ instead. We see both His holiness and His love and it reshapes 
our hearts to love Him and hate our sin. 
 
A great illustration of this is back in Luke 7. When Jesus finishes his story to Simon 
the Pharisee he asks the question, “which of the two debtors would love the 
moneylender more?” Of course it is the one who had a bigger debt forgiven. Then 
Jesus points to the woman and says “Do you see this woman? I came into your 
house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her 
tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, 
from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not put oil on 
my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell you, her many 
sins have been forgiven – as her great love has shown. But whoever has been 
forgiven little loves little.” 
 
Did you catch that “as her great love has shown”. Jesus didn’t say, “she has loved me 
well, so I have forgiven her great sin.” No, He says “her many sins have been forgiven 
– and you can tell because of how much she loves me.” 
 
That love for God is the only response we can have, but we won’t have it if we think 
we were forgiven a tiny debt. Unless we realize the massive debt that we have AND 
that it has been forgiven in full, we will not respond in love like we should. 
 
And that brings us to the last point 
 

IV. Repentance happens when we give our lives over in worship 
In the New Testament, the word for repentance is metanoia. That word comes from 
the prefix meta which means “around” and the word nous which means “mind”. It is 
actually best literally translated “new mind”. The image is of physically turning 
around, but that starts by having a completely new outlook, a new mind. It means 
we start to see the world completely differently. 
 
What that means is it is completely impossible for repentance to be something 
periphery. It has to be central to us. It isn’t “new finger” or “new toenail” its “new 
mind”. Everything we see changes.  
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Think back to Isaiah. We call this Isaiah’s commission, but Isaiah has already been a 
prophet. But this experience completely changes his call. Up until now, why was 
Isaiah a prophet? Well, why do we do anything? It fulfills us. How? Because we get 
satisfaction from doing a good job or we think we can make a difference or we gain 
respect or love or acceptance from other people. But look at the job Isaiah takes. 
Read v.8-11 
 
Isaiah is insane. He takes a job with a guarantee from God that he will not have one 
ounce of success. He will not have any respect. He will be hated, he will be reviled. 
People will say he is lying. Who in the world would take that job? 
Only one type of person: someone who knows, rock solid, who they are. Isaiah came 
to the temple to offer worship to a concept, but as he leaves, he is going to offer his 
whole life as worship to the God who is a reality. He doesn’t need to build his 
identity with success or with people respecting him. He has come face to face with 
the glory of God. Because of that, He knows that he deserves death. He knows that 
he is so unworthy. But he also knows that he has been pardoned by that same God of 
glory and holiness. He knows that that God loves him and is for him. He knows that 
he is both far more sinful than he ever realized before and far more loved and 
accepted than he ever dared hope. 
 
Friends, if we don’t come face to face with God, we will spend our lives looking to 
success or respect or love or romance or money or power or position to tell us that 
we are something. And we won’t be able to repent because it might break the weak 
foundation of our lives. 
 
But, if we dare. If we come face to face with God we will realize that those things can 
never support us. We will realize that we are nothing. That we are more sinful than 
we ever realized. But we will also taste the judgment that didn’t fall on us but on 
Christ instead and we will realize that we are more loved and cared for than we ever 
dared hope. And if we do that – and only if we do that – we will be able to live our 
lives in worship. Only then will we have the power to lay ourselves down.  


