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Repent -- The Philippian Jailer
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Paul, in his sermon in Athens said, “The times of this ignorance God 
therefore overlooked, but now he commands men that they should 
everywhere repent …” (Acts 17:30).

Because the gospel is God’s good news that man can be saved from his sins 
and because each man has the freedom to choose either to listen to God’s 
voice or refuse to hear Him, repentance is an essential part in following 
Jesus.

The message is plain enough. According to Luke’s account of the great 
commission, Jesus said, “… and that repentance and remission of sins should 
be preached in his name unto all the nations, beginning from 
Jerusalem” (Luke 24:47). Consistently, through His earthly ministry, Jesus 
emphasized the need for men to repent. He began preaching saying, “The 
time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God is at hand: repent ye and believe in 
the gospel” (Mark 1:15). Jesus warned His nation that “the men of Nineveh 
shall stand up in the judgment with this generation and shall condemn it: for 
they repented at the preaching of Jonah and behold a greater than Jonah is 
here” (Matthew 12:41). From this verse we conclude that the men of 
Nineveh were justified and that the people of “this generation” were 
condemned  and the difference between the two was that the men of 
Nineveh “repented” and the people of Jesus’ day did not. Jesus warned, 
“Except ye repent, ye shall all in like manner perish” (Luke 13:3, 5).

Some are confused about what repentance really is, regarding “sorrow” as 
“repentance.” To be sure, “sorrow” is part of the action which brings about 
repentance, but it is not repentance. “Godly sorrow worketh repentance unto 
salvation,” thus while there can be no genuine repentance without sorrow, 
sorrow is not repentance. And the sorrow which works repentance is godly 
sorrow, a genuine regret for the thing(s) which was done; the sorrow of the 
world produces death (2 Corinthians 7:9-11). The writer, in these verses, 
mentioned that the Corinthians were made sorrow after a godly sort; 
indicating another prerequisite to repentance. Paul asked some if they did 
not know that “the goodness of God leadeth thee to repentance” (Romans 
2:4). Repentance is produced through one reflecting on the goodness of 



God. Regret for a wrong committed is not repentance but no real repentance 
is possible in its absence.

On the other hand, a change of life is not repentance. A changed life is the 
fruit of repentance indicating repentance has taken place. John preached, 
“Bring forth therefore fruit worth of repentance” (Matthew 3:8). If one never 
changes his life, he has not repented.

Jesus gave a short parable that, while its main object was not to show the 
nature of repentance, it incidentally did so. He said, “But what think ye? A 
certain man had two sons and he came to the first and said, Son go work 
today in my vineyard. And he answered and said, I will not but afterward he 
repented and went. And he came to the second and said likewise, and he 
answered and said, I go sir: and went not” (Matthew 21:28-30). The first 
Son said, “I will not go.” But then he repented. What did he do? He changed 
his mind. Repentance is a change of mind and while usually we consider the 
change of mind is a change from bad to good; that does not always hold 
true. In Genesis 6:6, it is said that God “repented that he had made man on 
the earth.” God had not done wrong to create man, but man’s behavior 
caused God to regret He had made him.

There is an illustration of repentance in the conversion of the jailor in Acts 
16. Paul and Silas had been falsely accused by men angry because Paul had 
cast a spirit of divination out of a slave girl owned by them. When they saw 
their hope of profit was “gone out” when the spirit “went out,” they hauled 
Paul and Silas into court charging, “these men being Jews, do exceedingly 
trouble our city and set forth custom which it is not lawful for us to receive 
or observe, being Romans” (Acts 16:19-21). The authorities did not bother 
to investigate but mishandled the two, tearing their clothes from off them, 
beating them, and casting them into prison, charging the jailor to keep them 
safely (Acts 16:23).

Paul and Silas “rejoiced they were counted worthy to suffer for the Name” 
and in prison sang and prayed to God. Other prisoners listened to them but 
the jailor was uninterested: he went to sleep. About midnight a great 
earthquake shook the prison and all the prisoners were loosed from their 
stocks and the doors to the prison were opened. When the jailor awoke from 
his sleep and saw what had happened, he started to kill himself. Paul 
realized what he was about to do and called to him, “Do thyself no harm. We 
are all here.” The jailor called for lights and sprang in and asked, “Sirs, what 
must I do to be saved?” He was told, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and thou 
shalt be saved, thou and thy house” (Acts 16:31). Then Paul spake the word 
of the Lord unto him and to all his house.



The jailor then washed their stripes and was baptized. When the jailor 
“washed their stripes,” he evidenced the fruit of repentance. He was sorry he 
had had part in rendering hurt to these gospel preachers and to the extent 
he could, he sought to make it right.

When one becomes a Christian, he becomes a new creature (2 Corinthians 
5:17). He arises from baptism to walk in newness of life (Romans 6:4). He 
puts off the old man and puts on the new man. He puts away “anger, wrath, 
shameful speaking” out of his mouth (Colossians 3:8). The sinful deeds of 
fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and covetousness are also put 
away (Colossians 3:5-9). In the place of these wicked things, he puts on “a 
heart of compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, 
longsuffering” (Colossians 3:12). If the life has not changed, repentance has 
not occurred and that one has not been saved.

The people at Pentecost were commanded to repent, as were those some 
days later in Solomon’s porch (Acts 2:38; 3:19). Our God desires our 
repentance. Peter wrote, “The Lord is not willing that any should perish, but 
that all should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).


