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Salvation Explained 

 

Lecture 2 

 

 

Personal salvation –  How it all begins  (1) - The New Birth  

 

 

Introduction 

 

1. Why do we need to be rescued? Why do we need to be saved? Why is there 

such a thing as “salvation”? Or, why did Jesus have to come into the world to 

save? These are questions we should be asking.  

 

2. Imagine for a moment two pictures. First, I am on a boat standing at the rail 

looking into the sea below. A man comes running along and shouts, “I am 

doing this for you because I love you; I want to save you”. He then jumps into 

the sea. With bewilderment I look at him in the water. What did he do that for, 

I ask myself? I don’t need saving; I am quite safe on this boat. This man’s 

words and actions mean nothing to me. In fact what he has done seems 

stupid.  

 

3. But imagine another similar picture. I am leaning over the rail of the ship too 

far and topple over-board into the water. A man sees me and then shouts, “I 

am coming to do this for you; I love you; I want to save you”. He jumps into 

the water with a dingy and a rope, having previously alerted the captain of my 

predicament. Now this time his words and actions make sense. I do need 

saving and rescuing. I am in a great deal of danger; my life is at stake; I could 

die by drowning in the sea.  

 

 

4. When you speak to many people about salvation and about the need to be 

rescued it does not make a lot of sense. They cannot see the need for Jesus 

to come into the world or their need of being saved. Why not? The answer is 

because they do not see their own plight. They do not see the danger they 
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are in. Their eternity is in danger. They are not aware of the terrible condition 

they are in or the frightful future that awaits them without Christ. 

 

 

5. Consequently, it is important that we do know something of the need for 

salvation. We should know something about the spiritual state and condition 

of people for us to recognise the need for salvation. Otherwise our 

evangelism will not make much sense.  

 

 

6. Did you know that one of the major themes in the bible is “sin”? It consumes 

the majority of the OT Prophets’ teaching; the contents of the Psalms and 

Wisdom literature of the OT. Did you know that there are over fifty different 

words used in the bible for “sin”? Did you know that the reason why Jesus 

came into the world was because of the sin problem? Indeed, the whole of 

the Gospel is built upon the biblical teaching of sin.  

 

 

7. But it is not sin alone as if Christianity was designed merely to produce moral 

and ethically upright people. Rather, it is the reaction of a Holy God against 

sin that is the Bible’s problem. Do you know anything about the “wrath of 

God”? In Romans the word “wrath” occurs ten times. What is so significant 

about this? Romans is called the “Gospel according to Paul”. As Paul 

describes his Gospel he does so on the basis of the wrath, anger and 

judgement of God against sin. Indeed, in Romans 2:16 he puts it like this, 

“….on that day, according to my Gospel, God judges the secrets of men by 

Christ Jesus”. In other words, Paul could say that part of the message of the 

Gospel is the fact of the coming Judgement of God. You cannot preach or 

speak about the Gospel without speaking about the wrath, anger and 

judgement of God against sin.  

 

 

8. Wrath in God does not mean lost of temper or uncontrolled rage. It is the 

natural recoil and response of a holy God in the light of sin. Because God is 

so holy He must react strongly against sin. He cannot turn His back on sin; 

pretend it does not exist or make excuses for sin. He had to judge, condemn 

and punish sin. And, because sin cannot be conceived apart from people, it is 



Page 3 of 10 

the sinner who is the object of God’s wrath. This is who Romans 1:18 reads, 

“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men….” . There is going to be a final Judgement and 

there is a real hell. 

 

 

9. Now that we have considered the dangerous position that people are in, we 

can see there is a need to be rescued, or saved. This is what we mean when 

we speak of salvation. We need to be saved from the wrath of God which is 

the consequence of our sin.  

 

 

10. Now there is more. Because of the terrible nature of sin it is impossible for 

anyone to respond to the preaching of the Gospel without the aide of God and 

the Holy Spirit. One would have thought that if this Gospel message is 

preached people would naturally respond with gratitude by repenting and 

trusting in Christ. But they cannot do so; it is not possible. Why not? 

 

11. It is because of the terrible effects that sin has had upon people. The bible 

says that because of the power of sin, by nature, people are spiritually “dead”. 

Ephesians 2:1 “…you were dead in the trespasses and sins”. Physically, 

people are alive in everyway. But spiritually, they are dead. This means that 

within men and women there is no natural desire for salvation; no means of 

responding to the Gospel; no awareness of their need of Christ; no 

recognition of the danger they are in. The spiritual realm means nothing to 

them. They do not see their sin; they have no consciousness of the gravity of 

their position. Spiritually dead.  

 

 

12.      Seconding, the power of sin has made people spiritually blind. Paul states, “In 

their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to 

keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the 

image of God” (2 Cor 4:4). Blindness is a terrible affliction. A person who has 

been born blind has no conception of what the world looks like. He or she has 

great difficulty in imagining and understanding when people try to explain the 

world around them. They simply cannot see it.  
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13. Satan, the “god of this world”, has spiritually blinded people. They simply 

cannot see their need of the Gospel. It is foolishness to them; it is beyond 

their ability to understand. They cannot see their sin; they cannot see why 

Jesus had to die for sinners; they cannot see any need to be right with God. 

 

14. As a consequence, God has to do something. He has to do two things. In the 

first place, before anyone can understand their need of salvation they have to 

be given some spiritual life. They may have physical life, but without the work 

of God on their hearts they do not have any spiritual life. Without this spiritual 

life they will not be aware of their spiritual needs. The second thing is that 

their eyes must be opened so that they can see the Gospel; understand the 

message and realise their need of salvation.  

 

15. It is here that we begin to introduce the answer to our title, “How it all begins”. 

Personal salvation does not begin at the stage when you, as an individual first 

heard the Gospel and responded in repentance and faith. Something had to 

be done with that spiritual deadness and blindness. It was this that gave you 

the ability to respond to the Gospel and trust in Christ as Saviour. 

 

16. It is what we call “Regeneration”. Or, to use the more common title, “Being 

Born Again”. Jesus had a long conversation with Nicodemus. Now the 

importance of this conversation is that it was held before John writes that 

famous verse, “For God so loved the world….that whosever believes in 

Him…” (John 3:16). Why is this important? Because John shows that there is 

a need to be born again before we reach the stage of believing in Jesus.  

 

17. Notice in Jesus words two important statements. First He says, “…unless one 

is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3). If we 

understands “the kingdom of heaven” to mean salvation, becoming a child of 

God, or heaven itself, Jesus is stating most emphatically that this cannot even 

be “seen” without being born-again. Due to the spiritual blindness that the 

power of sin has created in men and women, there is a need for a divine 

powerful action on the heart to give spiritual sight. This, you can see, must 

occur before a person can “enter the Kingdom of God”. Spiritual sight comes 

before entry. 
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18. So, after spiritual sight is restored a further divine action is needed. Being 

born-again enables a person to “enter the kingdom of God” (John 3:5). This is 

called technically, “Regeneration”. 

 

19. It is to this we now turn in our thinking about the process of personal 

salvation. Here we are really beginning to peer into the box to find out how it 

actually works. There was a work of divine grace being done in your heart 

before you reached the stage of accepting Christ as Saviour. God was at 

work in you – with some people for a long time – giving you spiritual life and 

giving you spiritual sight. 

 

1. The Invisible Nature of Regeneration 

 

1:1 Something that is invisible and hidden is rarely spoken about. Looking at a 

tree or beautiful flower, one hardly thinks of the hidden roots in the ground. 

Yet we know that if it were not for the roots there would be no visible plant for 

us to enjoy.  

 

1:2 So it is with the work of regeneration; it is hidden, invisible, active in the heart. 

The visible aspects of conversion, namely repentance and faith are more 

often spoken about, but it must be realised that if was not for the hidden 

invisible work of regeneration, the observable parts of conversion would not 

exist. We should, therefore give some close attention to this piece of divine 

work in the heart. It is vital to the whole process of conversion. 

 

1:3 This work of regeneration takes place in the heart or the mind of a person. In 

some cases it can be a short process bringing a person to the point of 

repentance and faith speedily. But in other cases it can be prolonged. People 

may describe a long period of indecision through which they gradually 

became spiritually alive. It could involve spiritual struggle, wresting with 

doubts, questions, searching, arguments, frustration as the person battles 

within their own mind trying to come to grips with the significance and 

importance of conversion.  

 

1:4 I have known people go through a very gradual experience of spiritual 

awakening that has taken years. It certainly was the case with the famous 

Martin Luther. For him it was ten years from the moment of inner conviction to 



Page 6 of 10 

the point of realising that justification with God was through faith in Jesus. He 

tells us of days, weeks and months of inner struggle. George Whitfield had a 

similar experience.  

 

1:5 If you look at your own experience you will see that there was a time when 

you knew nothing significant about God and neither did you want to know 

anything. You were disinterested in Christianity; sin meant nothing to you as it 

did not trouble or concern you. But there came a time in your experience 

when a change began to take place. You may have started to ask questions 

of another Christian; found yourself reading the bible; began taking an interest 

in what was being preached and listening with attention. Sin began to trouble 

you; thoughts of eternity disturbed you. What was happening? You were 

being gradually brought from a state of being “dead in sin” to being made 

alive. Your eyes were gradually being opened. All your opposition to the 

Gospel was falling away and you were being drawn to the Gospel of the Lord 

Jesus Christ.  

 

1:6 Such was and is the inner, invisible work of regeneration. But who is 

responsible for this inner work? It is certainly not the work of men. It is not the 

work of the pastor, or the church or people. They might be instrumental, used 

by God, but it is certainly not something that is controlled by yourself or other 

people. It is the work of the Holy Spirit. Jesus told us that we need to be born-

again through the work of the Holy Spirit; “born of the Spirit” (John 3:5,7). 

Paul said the same, “….He saved us…by the washing of regeneration and 

renewal of the Holy Spirit” (Tit 2:5). It is clearly a work of God through His 

mercy and grace. Listen to 2 Cor 4:6, “For God, who said, `Let light shine out 

of darkness`, has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the 

glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ”.  

 

1:7 Just as we had no control over our own birth into this world, so we have no 

control over our new-birth. It is all in the sovereign control of God.  

 

2. What does being “born-again” mean? 

 

2:1 The common phrase  “born again”, comes from John 3:3,5. The Greek word 

is made up of two words – “born” and “again; from above; anew”. So, we get, 

“born-again”, or you can have “born-anew”.  
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2:2 In Titus 3:5 we have a slightly different word. Here it is translated as 

“regeneration” with the Greek meaning, “renewal, renovation, a complete 

change for the better”. Another Greek dictionary has, “to cause something to 

become new and different, with the implication of becoming superior”. 

 

2:3 Putting all those words together we arrive at an understanding that in 

Regeneration God does a new work within us; He makes us “anew” and we 

undergo a complete improved change.  

 

2:4 Whatever this means to us is must indicate something quite radical and life 

changing. It speaks even of making a new start. It speaks of God making 

within us a dramatic change that is superior to anything else we have known. 

One writer said that regeneration was a work of God in which He plants within 

us a new spiritual life. 

 

2:5 Paul has another way or describing it. He calls it a “new creation”. In 2 Cor 

5:17 he says, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old 

has passed away; behold, the new has come”. It is as if God has formed us 

into a brand new creation. The work of God is so dramatic, radical, far 

reaching and striking, it can only be described as a “new creation”. In 

Ephesians 2:1 we read these words, “even when we were dead in our 

trespasses, made us alive together with Christ--by grace you have been 

saved”. We have already learned that by nature we are found spiritually dead; 

empty of any spiritual life, not wanting God or Jesus or anything to do with 

God. So, in the work of regeneration God puts new spiritual life; He makes us 

spiritually alive.  

 

3. What is the actual work of Regeneration? 

 

3:1 Just like a conceived baby grows in its mother’s womb for a period of nine 

months, and then comes to birth in the world, so a Christian went through a 

period of hidden, invisible spiritual development. All this happened before you 

became fully and finally “born-again” which then resulted in your repentance 

and faith.  
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3:2 The work of regeneration comes before conversion. Conversion is visible in 

that it can be seen, felt and understood. Regeneration is secret, hidden and 

concealed. By nature we are spiritually dead to everything that related to God. 

Just as a dead person cannot respond when a person calls his name, so we 

were unable to respond to the Gospel. We were spiritually dead. 

 

3:3 It is the work of regeneration that enables us to respond to the Gospel. This is 

what John writes, “But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, 

he gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor 

of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” (John 1:12-13). 

Receiving and believing on Christ constitutes conversion. This is a person 

responding to the Gospel. But what was it that brought out this personal 

response? John says that it was all due to the fact that you, “were born, not of 

blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God”. New birth 

comes before, not after, conversion.  

 

3:4 Did you know that the New Testament never commands a person to be born-

again? Neither does the bible explain to us how a person becomes born-

again. It does state that we “must” be born-again (John 3:3,5), but it does not 

give us an directions on how this can be accomplished. Why? 

 

3:5 It is because being born-again is not something we can control. Just as we 

did not have any control over our natural birth into this world – place, time, 

parents – so we cannot control our new birth. In the Greek we have verbs that 

are written in as “active verbs” and some that are “passive verbs”. The former 

represent verbs in which we have some control because we are the people 

performing the action. This is why they are called an “active verbs”. But the 

“passive verb” is different. In this case we are not in control, someone else is. 

We are being acted upon by another. We are passive; something is being 

done to us.  

 

3:6 So, when the NT speaks about regeneration does it use active or passive 

verbs? The verbs are always passive. We do not control our new-birth. The 

new-birth is something that is done to us. God is the active one and we are 

the passive ones. Every time the Greek verb gennao (γεννάω) is used, for 

example, in 1 John, it is always in the passive (see 1 John 2:29, 3:9, 5:1,4,18) 
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3:7 Who then is responsible for the new-birth? It is the Holy Spirit. Paul writes to 

Titus and say, “He saved us…..through the washing of regeneration and 

renewal by the Holy Spirit” (Tit 3:5).  

 

4 How does “new-birth”  happen?  

 

4:1  We still want to know how it works in practice. How does God do this work of 

“new-birth” in the heart? First, regeneration / “new-birth” is started through the 

Word of God coming to the mind of a person. James says, “He chose to give 

us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he 

created” (James 18). Then again we read in 1 Peter 1:23 “For you have been 

born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and 

enduring word of God”.  

 

4:2 But again, how does can this work if the natural mind of a person is blind to 

the truth of God’s Word and there is no spiritual life? I suggest that God 

implants into the mind a desire to read and learn from the Word of God. For 

some unknown reason the person finds himself or herself attracted to the 

Bible. Perhaps it has sat on the bookshelf for years unread. But suddenly it is 

spotted and the person wants to read it.  

 

4:3 On the other hand the Word of God comes to a person through discussion; 

argument; reading a tract, or hearing a sermon. Previously they could not 

listen; did not want to listen. But in spite of themselves they cannot help 

taking note of what is being preached.  

 

4:5 Paul was an evangelist and teacher. He went from city to city preaching the 

Gospel. In other words, he took the Work of God. On one occasion he came 

to the city of Philippi and joined a group of religious Jewish women who were 

meeting for prayer. As Paul was preaching something happened in the heart 

of one of the women. This is what Luke the writer of Acts tells us, “One who 

heard us was a woman named Lydia, from the city of Thyatira, a seller of 

purple goods, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to pay 

attention to what was said by Paul” (Acts 16:14). This is the work of 

regeneration.  
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5. Some Applications 

 

5:1 There is a danger in our thinking that we become too “man-centred” and not 

enough “God-centred”. We find that the bible is thoroughly “God-centred”. It 

puts God at the heart of every matter; God is seen to be active; He is not a 

spectator in a game; He is involved. Especially God is involved in this rescue 

project. He initiated it and He is ensuring that it works.  

 

5:2 As we peer into the box and see something of the amazing working out of 

salvation we see the hand of God. The bible says, “salvation is of God”. It is, 

therefore, in the matter of regeneration, new-birth, that we see the hand of 

God at work.  

 

5:3 Indeed, if it was not for this hidden, invisible work of regeneration not one 

Christian would have appeared. We were all born into this world spiritually 

dead and blind. It is the inner work of God that brings a person to spiritual life.  

 

5:4 It is for this reason that we have cause to praise and worship God. As we 

begin to see more and more of the work of salvation, we begin to appreciate 

and value God more and more. In our salvation our testimonies should 

always seek to exalt His name. It is because of Him that we are found in 

Christ Jesus.  

 

5:5 You might ask, “But how do I get to be born-again?” You don’t to anything. 

Just as you had no control over your physical birth – deciding which country; 

which set of parents; which period in history you should be born – so it is 

impossible for you to organise your new birth. But what do you do? If you 

have a mind to seek God for your new birth, do that. Pray the sinners prayer 

found in Luke 18:13 “God be merciful to me a sinner”. Make that your most 

sincere prayer and plea before God. He will do the rest.  

 

 

 

Richard Lee. July 2012 

 


