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 A Short Systematic Theology for 21st Century Christians 

 

    Part 5 – Soteriology  
section 3 Conversion and freedom from guilt  

(Faith, Repentance and Justification) 

What is true repentance? How does our conscience operate?  
What is Justification? 

Regeneration was the act of God beyond our control which caused us to 
see the Kingdom of God (John 3:3); but in conversion our conscience 
works in us to move us to sorrow and cause us to repent.  

Conversion in General. While in regeneration God only works and man is 
passive, in conversion man is 
called upon to co-operate, as in 
the case of the commander 
Naaman who had leprosy and 
had to wash seven times in the 
Jordan (2 Ki 5) or the prodigal 
son who had to leave the swine 
and return to his father. But 
even so man can only work with 
the power which God imparts to 
him. Like regeneration 
conversion too consists in a 
momentary change, and is not a 

process like sanctification; but in distinction from regeneration it is a 
change in the conscious rather than in the unconscious life of man. 
Conversion is necessary in the case of all adults: “I tell you the truth, 
unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven.” Matt 18:3. However  it need not appear in the life of 
each one of them as a sharply marked crisis. The Bible mentions various 
instances of conversion, such as Naaman, II Kings 5:15; Manasseh, II 
Chron. 33:12, 13; Zacchaeus, Luke 19:8, 9; the eunuch, Acts 8:80 ff.; 
Cornelius, Acts 10:44 ff.; Paul, Acts 9:5 ff.; Lydia, Acts 16:14, and so on. 
Besides this it also speaks of a national conversion, as in Jonah 3:10, and 
a temporary conversion which includes no change of heart: “The one who 
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received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word 
and at once receives it with joy.” Matt 13:20,  

Conversion comprises two elements, the one negative and the other 
positive, namely repentance and faith:  

Repentance, the Negative Element of Conversion. Repentance looks to 
the past, and may be defined as that change wrought by the conscience in  
the sinner by which he turns away from sin. It includes three elements, 
namely, (a) an intellectual element, in which the past life is viewed as a life 
of sin, involving personal guilt, defilement, and helplessness; (b) an 
emotional element, a sense of sorrow for sin as committed against a holy 
and just God; and (c) an element of the will, consisting in a change of 
purpose, an inward turning from sin and a disposition to seek pardon and 
cleansing. Rom. 3:20; II Cor. 7:9, 10; Rom. 2:4. It is wrought in man 
primarily by the law of God.  
 
Faith, the Positive Element of Conversion. In distinction from repentance, 
faith has a forward look: 

a. Different kinds of faith. The Bible does not always speak of faith in the 
same sense. It refers to a historical faith, consisting in an intellectual 
acceptance of the truth of Scripture without any real moral or spiritual 
response. Such a faith does not take action but is indifferent, eg: “You 
believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that--and 
shudder.” Jas. 2:19. It also speaks of a temporal faith, which embraces the 
truths of religion with some promptings of conscience and a stirring of the 
affections, but is not rooted in a regenerated heart. It is called temporal 
faith, as with the seed that fell on stony ground (Matt13:20, 21), because it 
has no abiding character and fails to maintain itself in days of trial and 
persecution. Moreover, it makes mention of a miraculous faith, that is a 
person's conviction that a miracle will be performed by him or in his behalf. 
This faith may or may not be accompanied with saving faith “Jesus 
asked, “Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine?” Lk 17:17). 
Finally, it not only names, but stresses the necessity of, saving faith. This 
has its seat in the heart and is rooted in the regenerated life “But the seed 
on good soil stands for those with a noble and good heart, who hear the 
word, retain it, and by persevering produce a crop.” Lk 8:15). Its seed is 
implanted in regeneration and gradually blossoms into an active faith.  
 
b. The elements of faith. We distinguish three elements in true saving 
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faith. (1) An intellectual element. There is a positive recognition of the truth 
revealed in the Word of God, a spiritual insight which finds response in the 
heart of the sinner. It is an absolutely certain knowledge, based on the 
promises of God. While it need not be comprehensive, it should be 
sufficient to give the believer some idea of the fundamental truths of the 
gospel. (2) An emotional element (assent). It is characteristic of this 
knowledge that it carries with it a strong conviction of the importance of its 
object, and this is assent. The truth grips the soul. (3) An element of the will 
(trust). This is the crowning element of saving faith. It is a personal trust in 
Christ as Saviour and Lord, which includes a surrender of the soul as guilty 
and defiled to Christ, and a reliance on Him as the source of pardon and 
spiritual life. In the last analysis the object of saving faith is Jesus Christ 
and the promise of salvation in Him. John 3:16, 18, 36; 6:40; Acts 10:43; 
Rom. 3:22; Gal. 2:16. This faith is not of human origin, but is a gift of God, I 
Cor. 12:8, 9; Gal. 5:22; Eph. 2:8. But its exercise is a human activity, to 
which the children of God are repeatedly exhorted, Rom. 10:9; I Cor. 2:5; 
Col. 1:23; I Tim. 1:5; 6:11.  

c. The assurance of faith. Arminianism maintains that he who believes is at 
once sure that he is a child of God, but that this does not mean that he is 
also certain of ultimate salvation, since he may fall from grace. The correct 
view is that true faith including, as it does, trust in God, naturally carries 
with it a sense of safety and security. The believer may be swayed by 
doubts and uncertainties, and is therefore urged to cultivate assurance, II 
Cor. 13:5; Heb. 6:11; II Pet. 1:10; I John 3:19. It can be cultivated by 
prayer, by meditating on the promises of God, and by the development of a 
truly Christian life.  

Justification 
Together with an assurance of faith we need to know that our sins are not 
only forgiven but totally taken away from us and placed on Jesus on the 
cross. Once Martin Luther realised the truth of justification by faith alone, 
he became a Christian and overflowed with the new-found joy and freedom 
of the gospel. Justification may be defined as that legal act of God by 
which He declares the sinner righteous on the basis of the perfect 
righteousness of Jesus Christ.  
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The need for justification. Like a terminal virus, sin entered the world 
when the first man disobeyed the clear command of God not to eat of the 
Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. The consequences of eating this 
poisonous fruit was instant 
death (“The day that you eat 
of it you shall surely die” 
Gen 2:17). Spiritual death 
was instant but as we’ve 
learned from the section on 
Common Grace, by His 
mercy God delays physical 
death, though it is also still 
the inevitable consequence 
of sin. 

The antidote. Jesus Christ 
offered himself up in our 
place as an offering of 
Himself for our sins. In the section on the atonement, we saw that only a 
righteous man, the faultless Lamb of God, could be offered up to appease 
the wrath of a holy God against sin.  
 
We can therefore now walk free, entirely delivered from guilt. We can finish 
by quoting Romans 8:1-4 which sums it up beautifully: “Therefore, there is 
now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through 
Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and 
death. For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by 
the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful 
man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order 
that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do 
not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.” 
 
Conclusion: We are truly converted when we exercise faith in Jesus Christ 
and turn away from our sins. We are then considered righteous by placing 
all our sins on the cross, and can walk away a free people. 
 

Revision questions: What is the difference between regeneration and 
conversion? How does repentance and faith work? What is justification? 
 
Songs: Dear Lord and Father of mankind; My Lord what love is this (Amazing love)  
 


