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To Retain or Dismiss:  
Why Repentance Is Key 
 
Ted Kober 
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Therefore, confess your sins to one another, that you may be healed (James 5:16 ESV). 
 
I have done nothing wrong! 
    
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Employment issues resulting in termination vary. But unrepentance is often common to such disputes. I 
did nothing wrong becomes the defensive cry of the worker whose continued position is in jeopardy. 
The individual under scrutiny claims he was judged unjustly and has the right to continue working. In 
some cases, the worker responds with charges against the employer for irrational prejudice, blatant 
discrimination, or deficient management.  
 
Whether management identifies other valid reasons for termination, 
unrepentance in itself is a cause for termination in Christian ministry. 
Unrepentance that rises to the cause for termination is more than 
disagreement over minor transgressions. It is a persistent self-
justification in spite of a proven major moral failing or documented 
offenses that have been addressed more than a couple of times. 
 
Three Reasons Why Unrepentance Is Cause for Dismissal 
 

• Unrepentance is statement of unbelief. 
 

• Unrepentance means that the worker doesn’t understand what he did wrong, and therefore the 
supervisor can expect the employee to repeat the offensive behavior. 
 

• Unrepentance serves as an unchristian example for others to follow. 
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Unrepentance and Unbelief 
 

Repentance includes two components: 
 

• First is contrition, that is, godly sorrow for sin. 
• Second is faith in the forgiveness of sins, won for us through Christ. 

 
In unrepentance that reveals persistent self-justification (described above), the sinner is not sorry for his 
sin and thereby demonstrates lack of faith in God’s forgiveness. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

What are we really saying when we deny our sin? 

 
I did nothing wrong is a statement of unbelief. A “perfect person” doesn’t need Christ. Unrepentance 
revealed in persistent self-righteousness disqualifies a person from service in Christian ministry because 
it is a statement of unbelief.  
 
Unrepentant? Expect a Repeat! 
 

When a person declares he has done nothing wrong, he communicates that he doesn’t recognize 
anything that needs changing. The supervisor essentially is given notice that the worker will repeat this 
behavior. Thus, if the supervisor is concerned about a specific attitude or action that is harmful to the 
ministry, that supervisor can anticipate that the worker will repeat the offense. 
 
The lack of repentance becomes a new liability for the ministry. The unrepentant worker represents a 
legal risk (not to mention potential harm to others!). He must be terminated for his unrepentance because 
the unacceptable behavior will continue. 
 
Modeling Unrepentance 
 

The pastor, teacher, principal, or other ministry leader teaches by 
example. If the teacher models self-justification, those under her 
influence learn how to self-justify. The example of sinful pride replaces 
the lifestyle of repentance.  
 
Consequences? 
 

• A prideful leader is unapproachable.  
• Others learn by his example of self-justification. 

If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful 
and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say we have not sinned, we 
make him a liar, and his word is not in us. 

1 John 1:8-10 ESV 
	

Jesus said to [Thomas], “I am the way, and the 
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except through me. 

 
John 14:6 ESV 

	

If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and [Jesus] is not in us…. If we say we have not sinned, we 
make him a liar, and [Jesus] is not in us. 

1 John 1:8, 10 ESV 
	

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God, and the Word was God…. And 
the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. 
 

John 1:1, 14a ESV, emphasis added 

If the teacher models 
self-justification, 
those under her 
influence learn how 
to self-justify. 
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What If I Haven’t Done Anything Wrong? 
 

Theoretically, that is possible. After all, the Scriptures tell us that the followers of Jesus will be unjustly 
treated, and false accusations will be levied against us.  
 
Yet, we must be careful when justifying ourselves. Scripture reminds us, 
“None is righteous. No, not one” (Romans 3:9). And, “For whoever keeps 
the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of it” 
(James 2:10). Is it really possible for someone to have done nothing 
wrong?	
 
Nevertheless, sometimes management gets it wrong. Those who report the offenses are not always 
truthful. Others simply misunderstand the person’s actions and interpret them in the worst possible way. 
How should the Christian worker handle false accusations?1 
 
There is One who truly was sinless. He is the only One who can truthfully say, “I have done nothing 
wrong.” Nonetheless, He suffered and died unjustly! The Apostle Peter says this about such injustice: 
	

For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, 
so that you might follow in his steps. He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. 
When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but 
continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. He himself bore our sins in his body on 
the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed 
(1 Peter 2:21-24 ESV). 

	
Hope in Repentance 
	
In contrast to unrepentance, a repentant staff member demonstrates faith in Jesus. His hope is not in his 
own rightness or good intent. His hope is in the Christ whose blood cleanses us from all sin. John 
reminds us: 
 

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness (1 John 1:9 ESV). 

 
Proverbs also teaches: 
 

Whoever conceals his transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them 
will obtain mercy (Proverbs 28:13 ESV). 

	
1 There is a place for defending oneself against false accusations. But the defense must be godly, including remaining open to 
the possibility that there may be an element of truth in the charge. Note that Christian leaders are admonished to protect their 
workers from false and frivolous accusations, but they are also responsible to rebuke those who persist in sin (see 1 Timothy 
5:19-20). 
	

Not many of you should become 
teachers, my brothers, for you 
know that we who teach will be 
judged with greater strictness. 
 

James 3:1 ESV 

Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers 
an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity… 
Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist 
in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your 
hearers. 
 

1 Timothy 4:12, 16 ESV 

Is it really possible 
for someone to 
have done nothing 
wrong? 
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Why Repentance May Be Reason for Retaining a Professional Ministry Worker 
 

• Repentance is a demonstration of one’s faith in Jesus. 
• Repentance is a sign of maturing in the faith and growth in godly wisdom. 
• Repentance provides an example that others can follow. 

 
Forgiveness and Consequences 
 

Does forgiveness remove consequences? Yes and no. 
 

• God’s forgiveness in Christ always removes eternal 
consequences (Romans 8:1). 

• Earthly consequences may be appropriate, even with 
forgiveness. 

o Moses (Deuteronomy 32:48-52) 
o David (2 Samuel 12:1-15) 

 
Because those who serve in leadership teach by their example, they are held to a higher 
accountability (James 3:1). While repentance is a godly example, the offense may be so significant 
that its harmful effects on other staff or people receiving ministry may be serious. Accordingly, 
ministry leaders who admit a major moral failing or other major public offense may need to 
experience earthly consequences, including losing their position. 
 
Termination or Retention? 
 

Issues to consider: 
 

• How willing was the individual to repent?  
• How well known is the offense and what are the impacts to others? 
• What legal implications apply? 
• What insurance consequences will apply? 

 
But as you consider these issues, above all look to Scripture.  

 

• How is forgiveness being demonstrated? 
• What example is being taught by how the ministry responds to the situation? 
• How are both consequences and mercy being applied? 

 
Seek professional counsel: 
 

• Christian legal counsel 
• Insurance agent 
• Denominational leadership 
• Counseling or medical advice for mental and 

physical health issues 
• Specialized services for domestic violence and 

addictions 
• Christian reconciler 
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While repentance is a 
godly example, the 
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effects on other staff or 
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