The Holy Spirit's Present Ministry: Regeneration and Assurance

Grace Community Church Sunday School

Thus far, we've seen who the Holy Spirit is, how he worked in the Old Testament, how he was promised to come and work in a new and better way, how he ministered to and through Jesus, and how he came in power in Acts, fulfilling the promises about him.

Beginning this week, we begin to see what the Holy Spirit's work is now. We'll look at his work in a broken-down, systematic way, but this doesn't mean that the Holy Spirit does a multitude of different, simultaneous works. He does one work that has many facets to it. We're simply examining each facet in turn.

I. Regeneration (John 3:3-8; 2 Corinthians 4:1-6)

A. The Necessity of New Birth

– Jesus tells Nicodemus, “You must be born again” and “Unless a man is born again, he cannot....”

– Paul expresses the reality of our need for new birth in these terms:

– Apart from Christ we are dead in our trespasses in sins, following Satan and the course of this world (Ephesians 2:1-3).

– Satan has blinded the minds of unbelievers to keep them from seeing the glory of Christ and turning to him (2 Corinthians 4:4).

– Without the work of the Holy Spirit in removing the blindness and darkness from our hearts, we will never repent of our sins and believe in Christ; we will receive the just judgment of God.

B. The Mystery of New Birth

– Exactly how and when the new birth works and happens is a mystery.

– Jesus compares it to the wind (making a play on words, since pneuma can be translated as “S/spirit” or “wind.”

– We do not know where the wind starts or to where it goes; we simply know when we feel it blow across us. In the same way, Jesus says, we don't and can't know the Spirit's ministry in the new birth—only when we see the results, i.e., a new believer.

C. The Goal of New Birth

– We are born again so that we can see the “light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6), or, in terms of John 3, to “see” and “enter” the kingdom of God.

– We are born again so that we who were once enemies of God and hostile to him can now love, serve, and worship him.

II. Assurance

The Spirit ministers to God's people by confirming their salvation to them and to God. This ministry of assurance has objective and subjective aspects to it: the objective ministry of assurance refers to the Spirit's work independently of us and our feelings; the subjective ministry of assurance refers to the Spirit's work in helping us to feel and know that we are children of God.

A. The Spirit of Adoption (Romans 8:15-17)

– Paul contrasts two spirits: one we have not received and One we have. What are they and what's the difference?

– We have received the Holy Spirit in order to assure our hearts that we are accepted as adopted children of God, not slaves or hired hands. We are beloved children, not slaves or employees.

– It is by the Holy Spirit that we can call God our Father.

– The Spirit “bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.” How is this encouraging? What does this look like in practice (particularly in context of 8:17)?

B. The Spirit of Intercession (Romans 8:26-27)

– In John 14:16, Jesus promised to give “another helper” from the Father to the disciples. What's interesting is that the world “helper” here is the same word John uses to describe Jesus in 1 John 2:1. There, Jesus is described as an “advocate with the Father.”

– Then, in Romans 8, Paul says that the Spirit prays for us (intercession) when we are weak and don't know what to pray.

– In context, it seems Paul is referring specifically to those who doubt their salvation as a result of persecution, trial, and difficulty (8:17-18, 28, etc.).

– When we doubt our salvation, we have two advocates before God: (1) Jesus Christ the Righteous One who lived for us, died for us, and sits at God's right hand; and (2) the Holy Spirit of God who knows the mind of God and always prays according to the will of God.

C. The Down-Payment of Our Inheritance (Ephesians 1:11-14)

– Paul is recounting the laundry list of spiritual blessings we have as believers in Christ, and he includes in his list having the Holy Spirit.

– According to Paul in this text, what does the Holy Spirit begin to do (and continue to do) for believers from conversion on?

– Is this objective or subjective? Why is that important?

– God has sealed us with the promised Holy Spirit; we cannot and will not be lost or forgotten. He is the down-payment of our inheritance in the kingdom; he is the reminder and certainty that what God has begun, he will complete. We will not fall through the cracks.

D. The Spirit's Presence in All Believers

– We saw this last week in the overview of Acts: there is no longer any such thing as a genuine believer in Christ who does not have the Spirit.

– In Ephesians 4:30, Paul commands the believers (all of them) to not grieve the Holy Spirit. All the believers who read that letter had the Holy Spirit, Paul believed; they must then not grieve him.

– In 1 Thessalonians 5:19, Paul commands the believers (all of them) to not quench the Holy Spirit. Again, Paul assumes they all have the Spirit; they are not to quench his ministering within and among them.

– In 1 John 2:20-21, 27, John is protecting his readers from false teachers. These false teachers claim to have “secret knowledge” that John's readers can only get from them. John tells them, “No, no no. You don't need to go to someone else for exclusive contact or knowledge from God. You all have been anointed by the Holy One—the Holy Spirit dwells within you all. 'The anointing that you received from him abides in you, and you have no need that anyone should teach you. But as his anointing—that is, the Holy Spirit—teaches you about everything, and is true, and is no lie—just as it/he has taught you, abide in him.'”

– Remember the promise in Joel that Peter said was fulfilled in Acts 2: God said he would pour out his Spirit on everybody—from kings to lowly servants.

– Remember the promise in Ezekiel 36: God will give new hearts, new spirits, and his own Spirit to all of his people. The valley of dry bones became an “exceedingly great army” (Ezekiel 37:10).

– Is the Spirit's presence in the lives of believers objective or subjective assurance? Why?

– How does the Spirit's presence in the lives of believers affect how we live? How we view/treat/love other believers? How we worship?

