
The Doctrine of Repentance in Church History 

A Series on Repentance: Part 1 (R. Wilkin) 

 

Few issues are of more vital interest to those who believe in heaven and hell than the question of what one must do to 

gain entrance into heaven.  Answers to this question nearly always include a reference to repentance.  Throughout church 

history nearly every theologian has taught that repentance is essential for salvation from hell. (1)  However, several 

disparate understandings of repentance have been advocated.  This article will delineate those understandings. (2) 

 

I. The Pre-Reformation View 

From the apostolic fathers until the Reformers, essentially one view of salvific repentance prevailed.  Unhappily this view 

knew little or nothing of grace.  A system of works salvation emerged very early in the Church.  Amazingly, the first 

generation after the Apostles distorted the good news which the Apostles had entrusted to their care. (3)  On the theology 

of the apostolic fathers Torrance notes: 

 

"Salvation is wrought, they thought, certainly by divine pardon but on the ground of repentance [self-amendment 

before God], (4) not apparently on the ground of the death of Christ alone.  There is no doubt about the fact that the 

early Church felt it was willing to go all the way to martyrdom, but it felt that it was in that way the Christian made 

saving appropriation of the Cross, rather than by faith.  It was not seen that the whole of salvation is centred in the 

person and the death of Christ.  Failure to apprehend the meaning of the Cross and to make it a saving article of faith 

is surely the clearest indication that a genuine doctrine of grace is absent." (5) 

 

Three main aspects of the pre-Reformation view of salvific repentance are apparent. 

 

1. Initial Forgiveness of Pre-Baptismal Sins Only 

The church fathers and their successors believed that salvation began at one’s baptism.  When someone was baptized 

the sins which he had committed until that point in life [plus his share of original sin through Adam] were forgiven. (6)  The 

fathers thus believed that a person would begin the Christian life with a clean slate.  Of course, the slate would not remain 

clean for long.  Since everyone continues to be plagued with sin after baptism (1 John 1:8, 10), the Church had to develop 

a plan whereby post-baptismal sins could be atoned for. 

 

2. Forgiveness of Post-Baptismal Sins by Repentance/Penance 

With such a view of baptism and the forgiveness of sins it is no wonder that people began putting off baptism until they 

were near death.  In that way they could be assured of total forgiveness.  The church fathers and their successors dealt 

with this problem by proposing repentance (i.e., penance) as the cure for post-baptismal sins.  At first the early fathers 

debated whether major post-baptismal sins could be forgiven at all.  It was generally agreed that even "mortal" sins could 

be forgiven; however, there was some disagreement as to how many times a person could repent and be forgiven. (7)  A 

few leaders) such as Hermas, held that there could be only one opportunity for repentance after baptism. (8)  That view 

did not prevail, however.  The prevailing view of the early fathers was that one could repent and be forgiven on several 

occasions. (9)  At first they did not specify exactly how many times someone could repent for fear of giving churchmen an 

implicit license to sin.  This, of course, led some people to put off penance until their deathbeds.  By the fifth century, in 

spite of the fear of giving people a license to sin, the Church uniformly specified that a person might repent and be 

forgiven an unlimited number of times. (10) 

 

3. Repentance Defined as Contrition, Confession, and Performing Prescribed Acts of Penance 

The apostolic fathers taught that in order to retain salvation from eternal judgment one had to feel sorry for and confess 

his post-baptismal sins to a priest and then do whatever acts of penance were prescribed by the priest. (11)  The Latin 

Fathers translated, or rather mistranslated, the NT words metanoeo and metanoia to reflect their theological bias.  They 

translated those terms as poenitentiam agite and poenitentia, "to do acts of penance" and "acts of penance," respectively. 

(12)  Those mis-translations unfortunately became part of the Old Latin and then the Latin Vulgate versions of the Bible.  It 

was not until the Reformation that those translations were given a serious and widespread challenge. 
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Summary 

Imagine that you were a member of the Church in the fifth century under such a system.  Your parents firmly believed 

these things.  You were baptized as an infant.  As a young child you were taught the necessity of penance and confession 

to your confessor priest both by your parents and the priest.  By the time you became a teenager you were convinced that 

salvation was only in the Church and that you had to strive hard against sin if you were going to get into heaven.  Oh, how 

you hoped you would get in!  You hoped you were good enough today and that you would stay good enough tomorrow.  

You hoped you wouldn’t die right after committing a mortal sin such as adultery, idolatry, murder, or denying the faith 

while being tortured.  You wondered exactly which sins were mortal sins in God’s eyes.  What if you died after being 

jealous or envious or hateful and it turned out those sins were big enough to send you to hell?  Sometimes you even 

feared that your confessor priest may not have been strict enough with you when he meted out your penance.  After all, 

there was no set penalty for given sins.  What if your priest made a mistake?  What if you didn’t do enough to atone for 

your sins?  You were terribly frightened of hell and without any assurance of escaping its flames. 

 

Robert Williams well summed up the view of the early Church on salvific repentance when he wrote: 

 

"By and large, it was far easier to gain admission to the Church than to re-enter it, once its ideals had in any way been 

renounced by its adherents.  The initiated, through baptism, were given a clean sheet.  Whatever evils had previously 

stained a man’s life, it was forgiven and forgotten, as a new adventure in Christ began.  It was when the Church had 

to deal with those who had soiled the sheet after their admission, that difficulties arose.  Light offenders were met by 

different forms of censure, such as temporary exclusion from Holy Communion or varying degrees of penance.  In 

dealing with the mortal sins of idolatry, murder, and adultery, not to mention apostasy, Church leaders differed 

concerning the form of punishment." (13) 

 

Surely there has always been a remnant of people who knew and apprehended the grace of God in Christ, even in the 

years between the Apostles and the Reformation.  However, the vast majority of people knew nothing of grace.  They 

knew only legalism and Pharisaism.  There was a serious need for a mass reform of the Church.  It was centuries in 

coming.  Indeed, for more than a millennium terrible darkness covered the Church until the Reformation. 

 

II. Reformation Views 

The Reformers challenged all three pillars of the Church’s view on salvific repentance. 

 

1. Initial Forgiveness of all Sins, Pre- and Post-Baptismal 

Calvin, (14) and to a lesser extent Luther, (15) taught that all of one’s sins, pre- and post-baptismal, were forgiven when a 

person became a Christian.  Such teaching clearly marked a radical break from Romanism.  What would become of the 

practice of confessing one’s sins to his priest and performing the mandated acts of penance?  Logically, it would cease in 

churches which adopted the thinking of the Reformers on forgiveness of sin.  As we know, that is exactly what happened. 

 

2. Penance Unnecessary for Forgiveness of Post-Baptismal Sins 

Calvin completely rejected the idea that one must perform acts of penance to atone for post-baptismal sins in order to 

maintain one’s salvation. (16)  He taught that Christ’s death, once appropriated, finally and completely atoned for all the 

sins one would or ever could commit. 

 

Luther, however, in light of his linear understanding of conversion, (17) held that while penance itself was unnecessary, 

one who abandoned his faith in Christ and fell into sin would perish unless he returned to Christ again through renewed 

faith.  Commenting on Jerome’s view, the established position of the Church, that penance was "the second plank after 

shipwreck," Luther wrote: 
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"You will likewise see how perilous, indeed, how false it is to suppose that penance is the "the second plank after 

shipwreck," and how pernicious an error it is to believe that the power of baptism is broken, and the ship dashed to 

pieces, because of sin.  The ship remains one, solid, and invincible; it will never be broken up into separate "planks.”  

In it are carried all those who are brought to the harbor of salvation, for it is the truth of God giving us its promise in 

the sacraments.  Of course, it often happens that many rashly leap overboard into the sea and perish; these are those 

who abandon faith in the promise and plunge into sin.  But the ship itself remains intact and holds its course 

unimpaired.  If anyone is able somehow by grace to return to the ship, it's not on any plank, but in the solid ship itself 

that he is borne to life.  Such a person is the one who returns through faith to the abiding and enduring promise of 

God." (18) 

 

Luther rejected penance formally.  He felt that penance "torture[d] poor consciences to death." (19)  However, practically 

speaking he still held to the necessity of something not unlike penance. In order to be saved in the end from eternal 

judgment, according to Luther, one must endeavor to continue in the faith, both morally and doctrinally. (20) 

 

3. Repentance (Metanoia) Defined as a Change of Mind 

In contrast to the Church’s definition of metanoia as involving contrition, confession, and the performance of acts of 

penance, Calvin and Luther concluded that it retained its classical sense of "a change of mind." (21)  Salvific repentance 

according to Calvin and Luther was a change of mind whereby one recognized his own sinfulness and need of 

forgiveness and then turned in faith to God to provide that forgiveness in Christ. (22)  In essence, then, Luther and Calvin 

viewed salvific repentance as an essential part of saving faith. 

 

Summary 

The Reformation introduced a new view of salvific repentance.  Calvin taught that all sins were forgiven at the point of 

conversion, that -penance was unnecessary for the forgiveness of post-baptismal sins, and that the NT term metanoia 

referred to a change of mind whereby one recognizes his sinfulness and need of forgiveness in Christ.  Luther agreed 

completely with the last of those points and somewhat with the first two.  Those who are burdened for the purity of the 

Gospel of grace find it disappointing that Luther held to a linear view of salvation and the possibility of forfeiting it by 

departing from the faith. 

 

The monolithic power of the Roman Church had been broken.  No longer would the proponents of grace be limited to a 

few modern-day Elijahs.  The Reformers looked back to Christ and the Apostles rather than the church fathers for their 

view of salvific repentance and the Gospel. Would their followers retain a high view of grace?  Or would they, like the 

apostolic fathers, lose a proper understanding of grace and depart into a man-made, legalistic "Gospel"? 

 

III. Post-Reformation Views 

The post-Reformation period has seen the continuation of the previously held views and the emergence of new ones. 

 

The Roman view of salvific repentance has continued from the Reformation until the present. 

Contrition, Confession, and Performing Acts of Penance 

 

The views of Calvin and Luther have continued as well.  However, their views have in some cases been modified so that 

today there are basically three Protestant views of salvific repentance. (23) 

Turning Away from Sin 

Those holding to this view consider salvific repentance to be the actual turning away from one’s sins and not merely a 

willingness or intention to do so. (24)  They would tell an alcoholic, for example, that in order to become a Christian he 

would first have to stop getting drunk. 
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A Willingness or Resolution to Stop Sinning 

Others argue that one needs to be willing to turn from his sins. (25)  They would tell an alcoholic that in order to 

become a Christian he would first have to be willing to stop getting drunk.  They would stop short of saying that he 

actually had to stop drinking before he could be saved. 

 

People holding to these first two views might stress to varying degrees the need to be sorry about one’s sins and to 

commit oneself to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. 

 

A Change of Thinking 

Some Protestants suggest that salvific repentance does not involve turning from one’s sins or even the willingness to 

do so.  Rather, they argue that salvific repentance is a change of mind whereby a person recognizes his sinfulness 

and need of salvation and sees Jesus Christ as the sinless Substitute who died on the cross for his sins. (26)  They 

thus understand NT metanoia in its classical sense. 

 

They would tell an alcoholic that he had to recognize his sinfulness and need of salvation and place his faith solely in 

Jesus Christ in order to be saved from eternal condemnation. They would avoid giving the impression that the 

individual had to change his lifestyle or be willing to do 50 in order to obtain salvation from eternal condemnation. 

 

Variations of the Three Protestant Views 

It should be noted that some persons who hold to the three Protestant views of salvific repentance do not necessarily 

believe that salvation once obtained is secure and inviolable.  Some Protestants teach that salvation can be lost due to 

unfaithfulness subsequent to one’s conversion.  Such teaching is actually inconsistent with the Reformers’ view of 

depravity and Jesus’ once and for all substitutionary death.  Some Protestants have, in effect, a Roman Catholic view of 

salvific repentance—albeit one in which confession to a priest and formal penance are substituted with confession directly 

to God and an informal system of penance.  However, we will call these variant views "Protestant" since those who hold 

them are members of Protestant and not Catholic or Orthodox churches.  In reality, then, there are actually six Protestant 

views of salvific repentance: 

1) turn from sins and keep on doing so to obtain and keep a salvation which can be lost, (27) 

 

2) turn from sins to obtain an eternally secure salvation, 

 

3) be willing to turn from sins and then, after conversion, actually turn from sins as a manner of life to gain and keep 

one’s salvation, 

 

4) be willing to turn from sins to obtain an eternally secure salvation, 

 

5) change your mind about yourself and Christ to gain initial salvation and then turn from your sins as a manner of life 

thereafter to keep that salvation, and 

 

6) change your mind about yourself and Christ to gain an inviolable salvation. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

From the early second century until the Reformation one view of salvific repentance prevailed, the Roman position. (28)  It 

held that at one’s baptism only his prior sins are forgiven and that subsequent sins could only be forgiven by confessing 

one’s sins to a priest and then carefully carrying out the acts of penance which he prescribed. 

 

The Reformation introduced two new views.  Calvin held that at conversion all of one’s sins, pre- and post-conversion, 

were forgiven and that confessing one’s sins to a priest and performing acts of penance were not needed.  Luther held a 

position somewhere between that of Calvin and the Roman Catholic Church.  He believed that confession to a priest and 
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performing acts of penance were not needed to maintain one’s salvation.  However, while he rejected those formally, he 

continued to believe that one could fail to obtain final salvation by choosing to indulge in a life of sin. 

 

Since the Reformation the Roman view has continued and six Protestant views have emerged.  We must be very careful 

not to base our theology on a majority vote of our contemporaries or predecessors.  The majority may be wrong-and in 

this fallen world it often is. 

 

Why, then, should we study the history of interpretation?  Because by so doing we are better able to come to and maintain 

our own conclusions and to interact with others, believers and unbelievers.  If, for example, I understand the Roman 

position on salvific repentance, my witness to Catholics is strengthened considerably. 

 

Which of the views stated is the one correct view of salvific repentance?  Future articles in this series (29) will 

demonstrate that the change of-mind-secure-salvation view is the biblical one.  If a person must give up something or 

even be willing to do so to obtain salvation, then it is not really a free gift.  If one must live an obedient life to keep 

salvation, then it is conditioned upon faith plus works, and grace is nullified.  Other views of salvific repentance fail to 

grasp the gravity of our plight as sinners in the hands of a holy God.  Nothing which we can do to try and clean up our 

lives will impress God.  Only the blood of Jesus Christ can atone for our sins.  And, the only way to appropriate Jesus’ 

blood is by faith alone in Christ alone.  The only thing we need to give up is a self-righteous attitude.  We must cease 

viewing ourselves as good enough to merit salvation and instead place all of our trust on what Jesus Christ did on the 

cross for us as our Substitute. 

 

No one can work his or her way to God.  Yet many try.  The only thing people need to do is recognize their complete 

helplessness and need of a Savior and then put their faith in Jesus Christ and Him alone to save them from their sins.  A 

change of thinking is needed.  Once one becomes a believer in Jesus Christ, he can be assured, based on the promises 

of Scripture, that he is and always will be a part of God’s eternal family.  God has done everything for us except that we 

must receive the free gift. That is our part. 

 

The Gospel presents the cure for sin and its consequence, hell.  The message of the Gospel is extremely powerful as 

long as it is not distorted.  Pure living water will forever quench the thirst of parched souls. 

 

A Chart of the Views of Salvation Repentance 
 

Pre-Reformation 

(Roman Catholic 

Church) 

Reformation 

(Protestant) 

Post-Reformation 

 

 

1. Initial Forgiveness of 

Pre-Baptismal Sins Only 

 

2. Forgiveness of Post-

Baptismal Sins by 

Repentance/Penance 

 

3. Repentance Defined 

as Contrition, 

Confession, and 

Performing Prescribed 

Acts of Penance 

 

 

1. Initial Forgiveness 

of all Sins, Pre- and 

Post-Baptismal 

 

2. Penance 

Unnecessary for 

Forgiveness of Post-

Baptismal Sins 

 

3. Repentance 

(Metanoia) Defined 

as a Change of Mind 

 

Roman Catholic: same as pre-reformation 

 

Protestant (6 variations): 

1. turn from sins and keep on doing so to obtain and keep a 

salvation which can be lost 

2. turn from sins to obtain an eternally secure salvation 

3. be willing to turn from sins and then, after conversion, actually 

turn from sins as a manner of life to gain and keep one’s salvation 

4. be willing to turn from sins to obtain an eternally secure 

salvation. 

5. change your mind about yourself and Christ to gain initial 

salvation and then turn from your sins as a manner of life 

thereafter to keep that salvation. 

6. change your mind about yourself and Christ to gain an inviolable 

salvation. 
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