Salvation Applied: Effectual Calling, New Birth, and Repentance-Faith

Grace Community Church Sunday School

Last week, Steven walked us through a series of texts dealing with the idea of calling.  What we saw was that there is a general call that goes out to everyone in the world to repent of their sins and believe on Jesus Christ (Rom. 10).  The problem is that all human beings, by nature, are blinded by Satan and, as a result, are unable to respond to that call without someone giving them the ability to do so (2 Cor. 4).  Thankfully, in His grace and mercy, God does work in people's hearts to draw them to Christ.  And, as we saw (John 6), everyone who the Father “calls” in this way does come, and everyone of those who comes will never be cast out.  

To sum up so far: 

1) Everyone in the world is commanded to repent and believe.  This “general call” is given to everyone.

2) No one in the world is able, or willing, to respond to this general call by themselves.  We not only need the chance to respond, but we need God to make us able and willing to respond as well.  

3) For those whom God chose before the foundation of the world and for whom Christ lived, died and rose again, God enables them to respond appropriately.  This “effectual call” is necessary for salvation and is the only way anyone ever responds to the gospel as they should.  

This raises the question, then, how does this work?  What does it involve?  What does it look like when a person receives this “effectual call”?  What happens?  

John 3:1-21

1Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews. 2This man came to Jesus by night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God, for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is with him.” 3Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” 4Nicodemus said to him, “How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?” 5Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 6That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. 7Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’ 8The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 9Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?” 10Jesus answered him, “Are you the teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these things? 11Truly, truly, I say to you, we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not receive our testimony. 12If I have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you heavenly things? 13 No one has ascended into heaven except he who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. 16“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. 17For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. 19And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light because their works were evil. 20For everyone who does wicked things hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his works should be exposed. 21But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God.” John 3:1-21 (ESV)

? According to Jesus, what has to happen in order to be able to see the kingdom of God?

? Why is that the case?  

? What is the significance of verses 7-8?  

? How does Jesus ultimately answer Nicodemus's question, “How can these things be?”?  How does this new birth by water and Spirit come about?  

In order to better understand John 3, we should realize that Jesus is making an Old Testament reference – one that Nicodemus probably would have recognized – from Ezekiel 36.  Let's look at that text and see what light it might shed on John 3 and this discussion of new birth and its role in salvation.  

Ezekiel 36:22-32

“Therefore say to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord God: It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to act, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations to which you came.  And I will vindicate the holiness of my great name, which has been profaned among the nations, and which you have profaned among them.  And the nations will know that I am the Lord, declares the Lord God, when through you I vindicate my holiness before their eyes.  I will take you from the nations and gather you from all the countries and bring you into your own land.  I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you.  And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you.  And I will remove the heat of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.  And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.  You shall dwell in the land that I gave to your fathers, and your shall be my people, and I will be your God.  And I will deliver you from all your uncleannesses.  And I will summon the grain and make it abundant and lay no famine upon you.  I will make the fruit of the tree and the increase of the field abundant, that you may never again suffer the disgrace of famine among the nations.  Then you will remember your evil ways, and your deeds that were not good, and you will loathe yourselves for your iniquities and your abominations.  It is not for your sake that I will act, declares the Lord God; let that be known to you.  Be ashamed and confounded for your ways, O house of Israel.”

? In this text, what does God tell Israel that He is going to do for them in the future? 

? What does God say will be the result of what He does?  

So Ezekiel 36 helps us better understand Jesus statements in John 3.  The “new birth” Jesus referenced is the sprinkling with clean water from Ezekiel 36.  This sprinkling will cleanse the people from their sins.  And as part of this, God also says that he will put a “new spirit” in them – and this new spirit will cause them to walk in his ways.  As a result of this, they will obey the Lord and they will hate their old ways – they will “repent.”  And on top of this, Ezekiel 36 brings in a new piece: the promise of a “new heart”.  This, likewise, is a reference to another Old Testament passage: Deuteronomy 30.   

Deuteronomy 30:1-14

“And when all these things come upon you, the blessing and the curse, which I have set before you, and you call them to mind among all the nations where the Lord your God has driven you, and return to the Lord your God, you and your children, and obey his voice in all that I command you today, with all your heart and with all your soul, then the Lord your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you, and he will gather you again from all the peoples where the Lord your God has scattered you.  If your outcasts are in the uttermost parts of heaven, from there the Lord your God will gather you, and from there he will take you.  And the Lord your God will bring you into the land that your fathers possessed, that you may possess it.  And he will make you more prosperous and numerous than your fathers.  And the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live.  And the Lord your God will put all these curses on your foes and enemies who persecuted you.  And you shall again obey the voice of the Lord and keep all his commandments that I command you today.  The Lord your God will make you abundantly prosperous in all the work of your hand, in the fruit of your womb and in the fruit of your cattle and in the fruit of your ground.  For the Lord will again take delight in your fathers, when you obey the voice of the Lord your God, to keep his commandments and his statutes that are written in this Book of the Law, when you turn to the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul.  For this commandment that I command you today is not too hard for you, neither is it far off.  It is not in heaven, that you should say, 'Who will ascend to heaven for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?'  Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, 'Who will go over the sea for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?'  But the word is very near you.  It is in your mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it.” 

? What does God promise to do for Israel in this text?  

? Specifically, what is the significance of verse 6?  

? What does God say will be the result of His circumcising of their hearts?  

? What is the significance of verses 11-14?  Where do they point us?

So Deuteronomy 30 helps us understand this reality even further.  The new birth of water and Spirit is the cleansing with water and the new Spirit of Ezekiel 36.  And this cleansing with water and new Spirit will also bring a new heart – which is the truly circumcised heart of Deuteronomy 30.  And ultimately, this circumcised heart points us forward the need for Jesus Christ.  The word that God has commanded is very near us because if we confess Jesus as Lord and believe that God raised Him from the dead, we will be saved (Rom. 10).  

So, in the process of salvation, this is all bound together.  God commands all people everywhere to repent of their sins and trust Jesus Christ.  The problem is that we cannot do that.  So, in His grace, God calls His elect to Himself.  When the time of salvation comes, they hear the gospel message.  In that appointed moment, the Spirit comes to them and circumcises their heart – changing it from a heart of stone to a heart of flesh.  This is the “new birth” of John 3.  This is regeneration.  As a result of this new heart, the person repents of their sin and believes in Jesus Christ.  This is conversion.  And, then, in that same moment, the Holy Spirit takes up residence in them.  This is the “new spirit” of Ezekiel 36.  And, as a result, they become a person who wants to obey God and is able to obey God.  All of this is salvation.  

And as we go through the New Testament, we see these many things all highlighted at various ways and in various combinations whenever salvation is discussed.  

Matthew 3:2

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”

Mark 1:14-15

14Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God, 15and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” Mark 1:14-15 (ESV)

John 3:36

“Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him.” 

Acts 2:37-39

37Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?” 38And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself.” Acts 2:37-39 (ESV)

Acts 10:44-48; 11:15-18

44While Peter was still saying these things, the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the word. 45And the believers from among the circumcised who had come with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit was poured out even on the Gentiles. 46For they were hearing them speaking in tongues and extolling God. Then Peter declared, 47“Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 48And he commanded them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to remain for some days....As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell on them just as on us at the beginning.  And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he said, 'John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.'  If then God gave the same gift to them as he gave to us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could stand in god's way?'  When they heard these things they fell silent.  And they glorified God, saying, 'Then to the gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads to life.'” 

Acts 16:30-31

30Then he brought them out and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 31And they said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.” Acts 16:30-31 (ESV)

Rom. 10:8-10

“But what does it say?  'The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart' (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); because, if you confess with your that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.  For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved.” 

