
Sermon 7: 1 Samuel 7:3: True Repentance
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INTRODUCTION

The bible discusses two types of sorrow over sin.  There is godly sorrow which leads to 
repentance, and there is worldly sorrow which ends in destruction, 2 Cor. 7:10, ‘ For godly 
grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation without regret, whereas worldly grief 
produces death.’  We can see these two different types of sorrow demonstrated in the denial
of Christ by Peter and Judas.  In the case of Peter we see a man who is sorrowful but who 
eventually returns in repentance to Christ, but with Judas we see a man who is sad over 
what he has done but ends up taking his own life.  I have found it many times in my 
experience with working with addicts that there is always sadness related to sin.  It is 
impossible to push deep into the heart of sin and be a slave to sin and not experience the 
poison and the destruction of sin.  There have been men who have wept over what they 
have done to their families, they have come in a complete transparent humility that willingly 
owns their guilt and heap shame and guilt upon themselves.  However, their sadness is not 
a sadness that grieves over the actions as being against God and they mourn its horror as 
something that violates His will and contradicts His holy person.  Instead they are sad 
because they don’t like the consequences of their actions.  They don’t like the feel of the 
consequences.  They have not come to agree with God about their sins and are willing to 
turn from sin altogether.  If you offered them consequences free sin they would jump at the 
opportunity because they weep not out of a profound Spirit wrought understanding of the 
wrongness of sin, but merely as a carnal reaction to pain.  If you would gladly sin if you 
knew you could get away with it, then the reason you are not sinning is because you love 
God and seek His will but because of a carnal fear not a holy.  God has various fore-
preachers that He employs.  God uses conscience to prepare the ground of our hearts to 
hear His word of law and grace.  God uses joy to turn our hearts to seek the source of their 
blessing.  And God also uses pain, to ready us for our dealings with Him.  When God cursed 
the earth with thorns, with toil, with pain and death He created an environment where we 
could not sit without being constantly provoked to questions and seeking comfort.  In His 
mercy He created an environment where many by virtue of pain have been pointed to God 
and found salvation.  it is for this reason that God gives grace to the humble, for it is those 
who are living in pain and feeling the truth of sin who are brought to a clearer 
understanding of their need for a Saviour.  

In the portion we have before us we find Israel lamenting before the Lord, 1 Sam. 7:2, 
‘From the day that the ark was lodged at Kiriath-jearim, a long time passed, some twenty 
years, and all the house of Israel lamented after the LORD.’  We will see from the rest of this
chapter that the Philistines are still in the driver’s seat and have Israel under their thumb.  
We see a period of twenty years where the Lord has allowed the goading effect of the 
Philistines, as He used many other enemies of Israel during the earlier times of the judges, 
to bring Israel to a place where they were sorrowful before Him.  Was it a true sorrow or a 
false sorrow?  It appears that the people are ripe for true repentance and under Samuel’s 
direction they will as a whole nation repent before the Lord.  This event is extremely 



significant because it concerns ‘all the house of Israel.’  It appears that Samuel has been 
busy during the last twenty years probably preaching throughout the land preparing Israel 
for just such a time as this.  

This chapter has a very summarizing feel to it.  It ends with a summary of Samuel’s life, a 
general description of his life, and a gloss of the effect of his rule in Israel as it affected the 
Philistines.  It appears that this chapter has a seminal feel to it and is taking perhaps one of 
the best events in the life of Israel and one of the most significant under Samuel’s influence 
and putting it on display.  It will be a standard they soon slip from.  But in beginning this 
chapter we will see what true repentance looks like.  

Repentance before God

This is a wonderful portion because Samuel gives us a really good idea of what true 
repentance is.  We can see the Israelites are sorrowful, they have turned to God, but 
Samuel steps in to ensure that worldly repentance is avoided and true repentance wrought. 
Perhaps you know someone is pain who is asking about God, perhaps you are in this 
position yourself, here is how we move from pain to repentance.  V3, ‘And Samuel said to all
the house of Israel, "If you are returning to the LORD with all your heart, then put away the
foreign gods and the Ashtaroth from among you and direct your heart to the LORD and 
serve him only, and he will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines."’

Firstly notice that Samuel sees repentance as a God directed obedience, ‘If you return to the
LORD….’  Repentance is not a modern cleansing self-help trick that people employ to make 
their lives better.  We are not advocating a purging regime as a means to better self-health. 
We were sinners who were walking away from God, we were our own gods, we were 
idolaters and served ourselves.  Repentance is a turn from this selfish path to God as God.  
It is not a part of a simplify-your-life plan that modern day consumers who are disillusioned 
with the consumer lifestyle employ.  Repentance is about seeing yourself as created by God,
as Him having every right to rule you, as your present self-rule as sin and punishable, and to
give it all up in surrender to Him.  Repentance is not a try on and then you might cast it 
away thing, it is coming with an overwhelming sense of your unworthiness before a holy 
God and having seen how vile your actions have been to come with humility to offer an 
unconditional surrender.  

Secondly, notice that Samuel calls for repentance as a wholehearted obedience, ‘If you 
return to the LORD with all your heart….’  Because true repentance sees the glory of God 
and the true nature of sin, it cannot hold onto sin for later.  If anyone comes to God with 
conditions to keep his sins he has not seen how holy God is, how worthy they are of 
judgement and the true nature of their sins and their antithesis to God.  Because of who 
God is there can be nothing less than total surrender, because He is the creator, because He 
is infinitely glorious and immeasurable and we are merely creatures, and more we have 
been criminals who have acted against God we must return to God with our whole hearts.  
To turn to God but still cherish sin in your hearts is a despicable action which God rejects.  
Ps. 66:18, ‘If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened.’  God 
rejects the prayers of those who are doubleminded, who are seeking to serve Him to get 
certain benefits and keep their sins as well for whatever perceived benefits they bring.  To 
cherish sin and pretend to honour God is to declare that your sin is more worthy of your 
allegiance than the Creator.  God gives us life and all things to enjoy; He gives His Son to 
save us and provides eternal riches in a new creation.  Is He not worthy of your allegiance?  
Do your fleeting pleasures measure up to this God?  It is an insult to continue to cling to 
them I His presence and so repentance can only be wholehearted.  



Notice next that repentance is a sacrificial obedience, ‘then put away the foreign gods and 
the Ashtaroth from among you….’  The foreign gods of Baal and Ashtaroth would have 
included having a god of fertility that guaranteed rain and crops.  In other words, just in 
case God failed them they would take out insurance on God by serving Baal.  Secondly, the 
fertility religions often included sexual rituals and so there would have been the allure and 
addiction to these practices that would need to be overcome.  From two perspectives the 
repentance of the Israelites was costly, on the one hand they had to trust God and take Him
at His word; on the other hand they had to cut off practices which would have been difficult 
to give up because they are contrary to God’s will.  
This reminds us that repentance is not only the shedding of tears over our sins but includes 
the radical removal of our sins.  Jesus gave us these hard words, Matt. 5:29-30, ‘If your 
right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of
your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell. 30 And if your right hand 
causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of your 
members than that your whole body go into hell.’  In truth your eye or hand can never 
cause sin, it is the heart that directs these things which is the root, but the point is clear, be 
ruthless in the cutting off of sin.  This is never easy.
I love the way Tozer puts it, ‘The tough old miser within us will not lie down and die 
obedient to our command.  He must be torn out of our heart like a plant from the soil; he 
must be extracted in agony and blood like a tooth from the jaw.  He must be expelled from 
our souls by violence sa Christ expelled the moneychangers from the temple.  And we shall 
need to steel ourselves against self-pity, one of the most reprehensible sins of the human 
heart.’
We would not follow our sins so nearly unless we loved them so much.  We would not be 
addicts and love slaves to them unless we actually liked and them and they gave us some 
pleasure some of the time.  We must not kid ourselves into thinking that our hearts are not 
a paradox of love and hate towards sin and to kill sin, to wring its neck is often as hard as 
trying to kill the long loved family pet.  But true repentance sees the danger, it is aware of 
the necessity of the amputation and it turns to remove the sin will the full resolution to kill it
in such a way that it can never grow back.  Have you ever sent your kids into your garden to
do some weeding?  What is the great lesson you tell them when pulling out weeds?  Get the
roots out, dig down deep, break the hard crust on the ground, loosen up the soil and 
destabilize the area, and in this way alone can we get them up.  Sin is a deeply rooted plant 
that needs hard and thorough treatment to be removed, but this is the work to which 
repentance commits itself.  

Notice next that repentance is an inward obedience, ‘…and direct your heart to the LORD.’  
Samuel is aware that there are many who merely perform religious actions and think this 
sufficient.  We see that the Israelites were fasting, and pouring out water, perhaps as a sign 
that they were not even drinking in their serious commitment to repentance.  Repentance 
involves not only the outward actions of tears, words of confession and prayers for 
forgiveness, the putting aside of the actual sin, but also the work of getting your heart set 
on the right things and putting sin out of your thoughts and desires as well.  In many ways 
the fight of repentance is just this, the fight to direct your heart to God.  This is both the 
fight and the cure.  Thomas Chalmers was once riding on a carriage in the fog when the 
carriage was going along a precarious mountain road.  There was a drop off on the one 
side.  The carriage driver had a whip, and with his whip he would get the horses attention 
so that they would not fixate on the drop off and get spooked and he loose control of them, 
and perhaps even go over the edge.  He would crack the whip to get the horses to look 
away from the edge and take their attention from it.  This inspired Thomas Chalmers to 
write a sermon about the power of a greater affection.  Where if we love God, and give our 



attention to God, if we see His grace and glory in the gospel of His Son, our hearts will like 
the horses to the whip be drawn away from the dangerous edge of sin.  Because God is in 
Himself so beautiful but we do not take the time to consider Him, when we do see 
something of His glory, when we are overwhelmed with something of His love, then our 
hearts run to Him and from sin.  It is this effect that we see in Psalm 73 where Asaph who 
had been covetous of the wicked and doubting God’s goodness because of his pain.  It is 
only when God wakes him up by reminding him of the eternal perspective that Asaph 
recognises that he has been a fool and sees gracious hold on him when he was trying to 
wriggle away. This view of God’s grace to Him causes him to say some of the highest words 
of worship in the bible, Psalm 73:25-26, ‘Whom have I in heaven but you?  And there is 
nothing on earth that I desire besides you.  My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the 
strength of my heart and my portion forever.’
  
Notice next that repentance is not a positive obedience, ‘…and serve Him.’  Many view 
repentance in a negative light, that it is all about putting things off, putting things away, not 
touching, not tasting, not looking at, etc.  But here Samuel defines repentance as positive 
service.  It involves not merely not sinning but positively obeying.  For many the word 
repentance brings up images of stewing in your own emotions of shame and guilt.  Our view
of repentance is often informed by an inadequate view of grace that thinks that emotional 
abuse is somehow a way of atoning for guilt and pictures it as a painful session of 
introspection and isolation.  We confuse repentance with contrition, that is feeling sorry for 
our sins and so seek to make much of our sins and milking the tears.  But notice that 
Samuel defines repentance as a recall to service not merely a sorry session.  Paul captures 
this positive aspect of repentance when he calls us to put off the old man and put on the 
new.  Putting off is captured in Col. 3:5-9, ‘Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: 
sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. 6 On 
account of these the wrath of God is coming. 7 In these you too once walked, when you 
were living in them. 8 But now you must put them all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, 
and obscene talk from your mouth. 9 Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off
the old self with its practices.’  And the positive side of repentance is captured in 3:12-17, 
‘Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, 
humility, meekness, and patience, 13 bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint 
against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must 
forgive. 14 And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect 
harmony. 15 And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called
in one body. And be thankful. 16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and 
admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with 
thankfulness in your hearts to God. 17 And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything
in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.’  And this is 
followed by instructions for the home and work place.  

Notice as well that repentance is a loyal obedience, ‘serve Him only.’  The key sin in their 
idolatry is that they were dividing their loyalties between God and these idols.  Divided 
loyalties lie about the nature of God, He alone is God and He will not share His glory with 
another especially not with something that is a lie, an illusion, a nothing.  Loyal obedience is
the only type that honours the truth that God alone is God.  This word reminds us that the 
nature of sin is adultery, James 4:4-10, ‘You adulterous people! Do you not know that 
friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of 
the world makes himself an enemy of God. 5 Or do you suppose it is to no purpose that the 
Scripture says, "He yearns jealously over the spirit that he has made to dwell in us"? 6 But 
he gives more grace. Therefore it says, "God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the 
humble." 7 Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8



Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and 
purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9 Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your 
laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10 Humble yourselves before the 
Lord, and he will exalt you.’

Let me end these reflections on true repentance with the reading of the first 3 of Martin 
Luther’s 95 theses:
‘1. When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ‘repent’ (Mt. 4:17, He willed the entire life 
of believers to be one of repentance.
2. This word cannot be understood as referring to the sacrament of penance, that is 
confession and satisfaction, as administered by the clergy
3. Yet it does not mean solely inner repentance; such inner repentance is worthless unless it
produces various outward mortification of the flesh.’

Now lest we make a false impression we need to remind ourselves that we are not only 
commanded to repent but to repent and believe, Paul in summarizing his message to the 
Ephesian elders says, Acts 20:21, ‘testifying both to Jews and to Greeks of repentance 
toward God and of faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.’  One is not saved by how well they let go 
of sin and commit themselves to obedience, one must first trust in Christ as God’s sole 
provision to be made righteous in His sight.  We are justified by faith alone but not by a 
faith that is alone, true faith is always accompanied by this true repentance.  Faith are the 
empty hands we bring to God to fill with Christ, repentance is the emptying of our hands 
with which we clung to our sins.  We receive righteousness by faith as a receiving act not by
repentance, but repentance always attends true faith.  
                 
  


