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The Psychology of Turning Around 

What Changes Should You Make in Your Life? 

 
About a year ago or earlier, I noticed something was medically wrong with me. I realized I had a hernia.  At first it 
wasn’t bad.  I certainly could live with it.  But then it got progressively worse and the pain from it more frequent.  I still 
lifted heavy objects, but I became concerned I might exacerbate the problem if I continued to take risks.  I went to meet 
with a surgeon and he told me that I probably didn’t need surgery, that I just had to be careful what I did.  A month later 
the effect of the hernia became greatly pronounced and I knew I needed to make a significant change.  So, I did what I 
don’t usually feel comfortable doing.  I returned to the surgeon and made my case for surgery.  I did not want to stay 
the same.  Here is our Big Idea.  If you want your life as a Christian to prosper, you must be willing to change. 
 
The truth is, most people don’t want to change or at least change much.  One of the less discussed findings coming out 
of almost two centuries of professional counseling is that the data does not back up the claims that counseling is 
generally effective.  It was widely known that change rates are about a coin flip.  Under fifty percent of those who go for 
counseling actually improve; nearly the same percentage as those who don’t enter into counseling.  Many therapists 
insist they have had phenomenal success rates helping people improve their lives, but the numbers don’t generally 
back up those claims.  It is true the counseling relationship may be wonderful and clients come away very grateful they 
have spent time with their psychotherapist but that does not mean they actually made the changes they needed to 
improve their lives.  The Bible has a term that is often misrepresented by those who have rejected God and His 
Lordship, but it is a wonderful word that perfectly describes what the field of psychology would like to accomplish but 
often can’t.  It is the maligned verb, repent.  The Hebrew word frequently translated “repent” in the Old Testament is 
“shuv” and it literally means to turn.  You are going in one direction, and you change course and start off another way.  
The New Testament, which originally was written in Greek uses a different word that is translated repent, “Metanoia”, 
which means to change your mind.  The Biblical concept of repentance is that of going in one direction, either in what 
you are doing or how you think, and changing and going in a different direction.  God makes it clear that all of us need 
to be willing to change, to move in a different direction if we are to follow Him.  Ezekiel the prophet gives this stern 
warning.  "Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the 
Sovereign Lord. Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall.” (Ezekiel 18: 30 
NIV) Jesus makes a similar demand of those who are going to live right.  Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. 
So be earnest, and repent. (Revelation 3: 19 NIV) 
 
One of the most faithful kings Judah had was Jehoshaphat.  The Lord was with Jehoshaphat because in his early 
years he walked in the ways his father David had followed. He did not consult the Baals but sought the God of 
his father and followed his commands rather than the practices of Israel. (2 Chronicles 17: 3-4 NIV) However, he 
formed a political alliance with the king of Israel, a corrupt and pagan ruler.  When they combined their armies and 
went to fight the Arameans, despite the Lord warning Jehoshaphat not to join with the Israelites, Jehoshaphat nearly 
lost his life in the battle.  God was not pleased Jehoshaphat aligned himself with the king of Israel.  When 
Jehoshaphat king of Judah returned safely to his palace in Jerusalem, Jehu the seer, the son of Hanani, went 
out to meet him and said to the king, "Should you help the wicked and love those who hate the Lord? Because 
of this, the wrath of the Lord is upon you. (2 Chronicles 19: 1-2 NIV) Jehoshaphat repented and turned away from 
diplomatic relations with Israel.  In fact, it was in his determination to follow God whole-heartedly that he led a 
nationwide call to return to the Lord.  Jehoshaphat lived in Jerusalem, and he went out again among the people 
from Beersheba to the hill country of Ephraim and turned them back to the Lord, the God of their fathers. (2 
Chronicles 19: 4 NIV) His devotion to God was so fervent and dedicated that Jehoshaphat, when faced with an 
international crisis, a huge army that marched on Judah set on conquering the country, Jehoshaphat refused to turn to 
the pagan Israelite king for help but wholly trusted in God to save him and his nation.  His turn to the Lord was 
profound and lasted for years.  However, in his old age he received from the king of Israel a business proposal.  Later, 
Jehoshaphat king of Judah made an alliance with Ahaziah king of Israel, who was guilty of wickedness. He 
agreed with him to construct a fleet of trading ships. After these were built at Ezion Geber, Eliezer son of 
Dodavahu of Mareshah prophesied against Jehoshaphat, saying, "Because you have made an alliance with 
Ahaziah, the Lord will destroy what you have made." The ships were wrecked and were not able to set sail to 
trade. (2 Chronicles 20: 35-37 NIV)  
 



                                                                 

2 | P a g e  
 

Many people change course, they repent but then return to what was wrecking them before like Jehoshaphat.  
Alcoholics return to drinking when troubles come.  Parents who have vowed never to hurt their children start abusing 
them once more when they face a financial crisis.  Politicians break their promises and spouses break their vows.  Are 
we ever shocked when we find out that others have returned to their past, destructive way of life?  I know I have made 
commitments to change and then went back to my old behavior.  Let me share an inspiring account of someone who 
realized how wrong he was and repented, never returning to his old way of life.  Peter, the disciple, famously promised 
Jesus his complete loyalty to him.  But Jesus warned Peter that in the next twenty-four hours he would three times 
deny Him.  And that is what he did.  Three times Peter refused to admit, when questioned by a servant girl and later by 
two others, that he was a follower of Jesus.  The third time, he was in eyesight of Christ Himself and Peter saw Jesus 
was looking at him as he refused to admit he was Jesus’ disciple.  Peter was tremendously distraught when he realized 
his cowardice.  And he went outside and wept bitterly. (Luke 22: 62 NIV) Repentance though is not feeling badly 
about what you have done.  It is not repentance to feel guilty about cheating on your spouse or gossiping about 
someone.  You may indeed feel badly about what you did like Peter when you do repent, when you turn around but 
feeling badly is not repentance, although it could very well be the trigger to repentance.  Later, after Christ was raised 
from the dead and He met with Peter and reaffirmed Peter’s calling, Peter faced a tremendous danger, a very real risk 
to his life.  Unlike the unassuming servant girl who confronted Peter during Jesus’ trial, some very dangerous and 
influential religious leaders threatened Peter’s life.  They ordered Peter not to talk about Jesus again but notice how 
repentance changed Peter’s behavior.  He boldly stood up to the leaders who could easily have had him executed.   
Peter and the other apostles replied: "We must obey God rather than men! (Acts 5: 29 NIV) Peter never veered 
off that course.  His loyalty to Christ never wavered and in the end, he was martyred for his public devotion to Jesus 
and confession of Him as Lord. 
 
You don’t repent unless you are wrong and know you are wrong.  But it is not repentance unless you change course, 
you live differently.  The message of the Bible is not that you are to feel badly for sinning.  It is that you change the way 
you live (repent) and turn to God for a new life.  Peter, who knew all about repenting, made this declaration when 
preaching in Jerusalem.  Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of 
refreshing may come from the Lord, (Acts 3: 19 NIV) When you turn to God in repentance, something miraculous 
takes place that most in the field of psychology cannot explain.  Christ takes your sin away from you.  He destroys the 
power sin has over you to decide how you will live.  It is not just a training exercise on rejecting temptation that God 
offers you.  It is the power of God Himself to change your ways.  Let me give you an example, admittedly a rather 
dramatic one but it shows clearly what salvation is.  Paul, before he repented and turned to Christ for salvation, had a 
distinctive aspect to his personality.  He was vindictive.  Paul, who before he repented was named Saul, hated 
Christians and Christianity, and it showed in what he did.  But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house 
to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison. (Acts 8: 3 NIV) He said this about himself.  For 
you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried 
to destroy it. (Galatians 1: 13 NIV) Yet, this violent, vindictive and vengeful soul changed after he repented.  When 
arrested and beaten for his faith, Paul could have simmered and relied on his past strategies for dealing with his 
feelings of being mistreated but he didn’t.  When the angel of the Lord set him and his partner free, releasing the 
chains that bound them and opening the cell doors of Paul and Silas as well as all the other prisoners, Paul could very 
well have led a prisoner uprising and murdered the jailer who guarded them.  In fact the jailer was clearly afraid that 
would happen or even worse.   The jailer woke up, and when he saw the prison doors open, he drew his sword 
and was about to kill himself because he thought the prisoners had escaped. But Paul shouted, "Don't harm 
yourself! We are all here!"  The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. He 
then brought them out and asked, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?" (Acts 16: 27-30 NIV) Paul lovingly and 
kindly told the jailer to believe in the Lord Jesus and he and his household would be saved.  No demands for justice, no 
threats of retribution, no call for revenge.  Paul simply welcomed the jailer into the family of God.  Paul repented of his 
anger and bitterness.  He changed. 
 
Repentance is the crown jewel of salvation.  It is the power of Christ to make you new; to completely change your way 
of life so you are free of sin and refreshed by the life of God in you.  Pause and let the Big Idea sink in for a moment.  If 
you want your life as a Christian to prosper, you must be willing to change.  Let the Holy Spirit point out what must 
change in you and then let God work it out of you so that as Peter put it, “times of refreshing may come from the Lord.” 
 
 


