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Lord’s Day 33, Q & A 89 of the Heidelberg Catechism asks the question: “What is the mortification 

of the old man?” The answer: “It is a sincere sorrow of heart, that we have provoked God by our sins; 

and more and more to hate and flee from them.” It is evident from this question and answer (and the 

entire Catechism) that the life of the child of God is a life of continual repentance. It is a life of 

continually turning from sin and separating from sinners, and turning towards God in love. Along these 

same lines it can correctly be said that during his lifetime, the believer is being continually converted. 

By conversion, we mean that the believer experiences the mortification of his old man and the 

quickening, or making alive, of his new man. This is the Catechism’s explanation of conversion as 

found in Q & A 88. And this is our experience too. However young we may be, it is true that the child 

of God experiences within himself a sorrow for his sin. This sorrow is due to the fact that we have 

sinned against the living God and provoked Him (read Psalm 51). Because of this sorrow in our hearts 

and because of the work of sanctification being performed in us, we no longer desire to sin, but rather 

we come more and more to hate sin and flee from it. Sometimes this sorrow for sin and hatred of it may 

be very small, but by God’s continued work of grace in us we grow in this aspect of repentance as we 

mature spiritually. 

Q & A 70 of the Catechism asks the question: “What is it to be washed with the blood and Spirit of 

Christ?” In the latter half of the answer to this question the Spirit’s work of sanctification is described. 

And part of sanctification is this, that we “more and more die unto sin, and lead holy and unblamable 

lives.” When the Catechism states that we “die unto sin” we must understand this as Romans 6 explains 

it. The child of God is “baptized into Jesus Christ” and “baptized into His death” (vs. 3). And just as 

Christ conquered death and sin by His death and resurrection, so do we also who “are buried with Him 

by baptism into death” (vs. 4) and raised “also in the likeness of His resurrection” (vs. 5). This being 

the reality, we are dead to sin (vs. 2) and are no longer the servants of sin according to our new man 

(vs. 6). That we are more and more dying unto sin means that we become more and more free from the 

control of sin (vs. 7). Positively, we more and more live unto God (vs. 10). Living unto God the 

Catechism calls the “quickening of the new man.” Q & A 90 defines this second part of the conversion 

of man as “a sincere joy of heart in God, through Christ, and with love and delight to live according to 

the will of God in all good works.” 

Also to be noticed from Q & A 70 is the phrase, “holy and unblamable lives.” Particularly it is the 

word “holy” which has the idea of “separation.” The sanctified child of God lives a holy life. By this 

we mean that he is continually involved in the “separating” of himself from sin, and positively involved 

in the activity of communion with God. Living in sanctification he experiences being drawn out of his 

old man and out of this world spiritually. And being drawn out of his old man he finds that he no longer 

desires that which his old man desires. He finds no enjoyment in sin. He finds that he comes to hate the 

fellowship of those who tempt him to sin. He finds that he has nothing in common with those who walk 

impenitently in sin. He finds that there is no fellowship to be had with those of the world. Further, he 

denies his own desires and submits to the will of God. He finds that he desires the fellowship of God 

and the fellowship of God’s people. 

Having briefly reviewed the basics of the mortification of the old man, it is good that we look at the 

activity of repentance in this light. “Repentance is a flower that grows not in nature’s garden.” This 

statement, which serves as a good introduction to the topic of repentance, was written by Thomas 

Brooks, a Puritan. It is a true statement that not everyone lives a life of repentance. By nature, all men 

are incapable of repenting of sin. By nature, we all would continue to live unashamed in sin. It is 

impossible for the unregenerated man to come to hate his sin and flee from it. God’s Word speaks of 



this impossibility with these words, “Can the Ethiopian change his skin, or the leopard his spots? Then 

may ye also do good, that are accustomed to do evil” (Jeremiah 13:23). 

But, we who live out of the principle of the new man do live a life of continual repentance. This is 

not to be explained by some good that is found in us by nature. We know and confess that by nature 

there is no good thing in us. We are inclined to all evil. Rather, this repentance is caused by the work of 

the Spirit in us. It is God, by His Spirit, who works in us the desire to turn from our sins. There are a 

number of passages in Scripture which set forth this truth. One of these is Jeremiah 31:18, 19. 

Beginning in the middle of verse 18 we read: “Thou hast chastised me, and I was chastised, as a 

bullock unaccustomed to the yoke: turn thou me, and I shall be turned; for thou art the Lord my God. 

Surely after that I was turned, I repented; and after that I was instructed, I smote upon my thigh: I was 

ashamed, yea, even confounded, because I did bear the reproach of my youth.” Another similar passage 

is Lamentations 5:21 which reads, “Turn thou us unto thee, and we shall be turned; renew our days as 

of old.” Both of these passages clearly show us that we are turned from sin to God only by the turning 

of the Spirit. And it is the Spirit which works in us to pray the prayer, “Turn thou me.” We will see later 

that this “turning” is a turning of our inmost heart. 

There are a number of characteristics of repentance which ought to be obvious in the walk of a 

child of God. The first of these is sorrow for sin. II Corinthians 7:10 sets forth this aspect of repentance 

with the words, “For godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation not to be repented of: but the 

sorrow of the world worketh death.” The child of God sorrows because he knows that all sin is against 

his heavenly Father. He knows that he has sinned against the One who shows only goodness to him. 

While this sorrow may be more acute in an adult, children and young people living in repentance do 

come to sorrow for their sins. It is written of Peter that he “wept bitterly” when the words of Jesus were 

brought to his remembrance that he would deny Jesus thrice (Matt. 26:75). So extreme was his sorrow 

that he has was brought to tears. Those who come to years of discretion and manifest by their lives that 

they do not sorrow over their sins, but rather enjoy and run in their sins, show themselves to be of this 

world. 

The second characteristic of repentance which ought to manifest itself in the life of the child of God 

is hatred of sin. Not only does one sorrow for his sins, but he comes more and more to hate his own evil 

nature and sin. It follows that when one sorrows in his heart that he has grieved God with his sins that 

he will come to hate his evil nature and sins. II Corinthians 7:11 refers to the fact that “indignation” is 

part of a “godly sorrow” for sin. One does not truly sorrow for his sins until he comes to hate his own 

evil nature. And one will not flee from his sin until he first comes to hate it. 

The third characteristic of repentance which ought to manifest itself in our walk is a loathing of 

ourselves by nature. To put it in the inspired words of the Apostle Paul, we must confess of ourselves: 

“0 wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the body of this death?” No doubt these are the 

words of a man of God with a very deep awareness of his evil nature, but we, even as young people 

must know this to be our state also. The child of God with a deep awareness of his depravity will 

manifest this in a walk of humility and submission to the will of God. 

The fourth characteristic of repentance is an acknowledgment of the seriousness of sin. Sin is not a 

light thing as most would have us believe. Sin is not a trifling matter as preached in almost all 

churches. Sin is “committed against the most high majesty of God” and must be “punished with 

extreme, that is, with everlasting punishment of body and soul” (Q & A 11, Catechism). Living in 

repentance means that we meditate on this punishment. We deserve eternal death. Christ paid the price 

for us. We do good to think on the sufferings of Christ when we are tempted to sin. We also do good to 

meditate on passages such as Psalm 22 when we are tempted to fellowship with those who are living 

impenitently. 

Next time, Lord willing, we will move on and see that repentance is a continuing act. Also, we will 

see that repentance goes hand-in-hand with close communion with God. ❖ 
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