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Introduction

I
n this booklet we will consider how the salvation purchased by 
Jesus Christ is applied to us. There are many who teach that God, 
having done all that He could do in the offering up of His Son, now 

waits for us to receive the offer made in the gospel by supplying faith. 
This faith originates with man so that he benefits from Christ’s work 
of salvation. R. C. Sproul says that many imagine the situation as God 
and Satan vying for our souls. God casts His vote for us and Satan casts 
his vote against us. But we have the deciding vote. In such a view it is 
possible that no one will be saved, if they do not exercise faith, because 
faith is their own work. 

Another issue that will be dealt with in this booklet is, does faith 
precede the new birth? Are we born again because we have believed, or 
do we believe because we are born again? Most people say we are born 
again because we believed, but as we shall see, Scripture contradicts 
this view. If man is the deciding factor, then he will have something of 
which to boast, even before God, but if we were completely passive in 
the new birth, then the Triune God receives all the glory.

What you will read in this booklet may run counter to all you have 
read or heard on this subject. But I plead with you to give it your full 
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attention and test all that I say by the Word of God, and if it is according 
to the Word, then bow before it. A right understanding of this subject 
is important for our eternal peace and will affect our destiny.

Let me tell you a story which characterizes the two approaches taken 
in response to this important question. “A minister called upon a poor 
woman, intending to give her help; for he knew that she was very 
poor. With his half-crown [a sum of English money] in his hand he 
knocked at the door; but she did not answer. He concluded she was 
not at home, and went his way. A little after he met her at the church, 
and told her that he had remembered her need: ‘I called at your house 
and knocked several times, and I supposed you were not at home, for I 
had no answer.’ ‘At what hour did you call sir?’ ‘It was about noon.’ ‘Oh, 
dear,’ she said, ‘I heard you, sir, and I am so sorry I did not answer; but 
I thought it was the man calling for the rent.’1

One approach as to how the salvation purchased by Jesus Christ 
becomes ours, is to require something which we need to supply 
(like rent in the above illustration) which we are unable to do. The 
second approach is that salvation is all of grace and there is nothing 
demanded from us, but that we receive it by faith, which itself is a 
gift of God. The second approach is our answer, which we will seek to 
prove from God’s Word.

1	 	Charles	H.	Spurgeon,	All of Grace	(Reprint:	Grand	Rapids,	
MI:	Baker	Book	House,	1978),	5.
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W
e have previously looked at how man was made in the image 
of God, in knowledge, righteousness, and holiness (Ephesians 
4:24, Colossians 3:10). Man, by his rebellion, was brought into 

a condition of slavery to sin and Satan. Adam, being the representative 
of the human race, brought guilt and corruption to all his posterity. 
Mankind is alienated from God and under His wrath. The fall affected 
every part of his being—his mind, his will, his emotions, his affections, 
his conscience, his body. This is what is meant by the phrase total 
depravity.2 Let me give you some Scriptures that show this:

Genesis 6:5 And GOD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that 
every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.

Genesis 8:21 And the LORD smelled a sweet savour; and the LORD said in his heart, I 
will not again curse the ground any more for man’s sake; for the imagination of man’s 
heart is evil from his youth; neither will I again smite any more every thing living, as I 
have done.

2	 	Robert	L.	Reymond,	A New Systematic Theology of the 
Christian Faith (Nashville,	TN:	Thomas	Nelson	Publishers,	1998),	
450.

man  helpless  &  hopeless

1



1 Kings 8:46 If they sin against thee, (for there is no man that sinneth not,) and thou be 
angry with them, and deliver them to the enemy, so that they carry them away captives 
unto the land of the enemy, far or near;

Psalm 51:5 Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me.

Psalm 130:3 If thou, LORD, shouldest mark iniquities, O Lord, who shall stand?

Psalm 143:2 And enter not into judgment with thy servant: for in thy sight shall no man 
living be justified.

Isaiah 64:6 But we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as filthy 
rags; and we all do fade as a leaf; and our iniquities, like the wind, have taken us away.

Jeremiah 17:9 The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can 
know it?

Luke 11:13 If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts unto your children: how 
much more shall your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him?

Romans 3:23 For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God;

Ephesians 2:1 And you hath he quickened, who were dead in trespasses and sins; 
2 Wherein in time past ye walked according to the course of this world, according 
to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that now worketh in the children of 
disobedience: 3 Among whom also we all had our conversation in times past in the lusts 
of our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind; and were by nature the 
children of wrath, even as others.

Ephesians 4:17 This I say therefore, and testify in the Lord, that ye henceforth walk 
not as other Gentiles walk, in the vanity of their mind, 18 Having the understanding 
darkened, being alienated from the life of God through the ignorance that is in them, 
because of the blindness of their heart: 19 Who being past feeling have given themselves 
over unto lasciviousness, to work all uncleanness with greediness.

1 John 1:8 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.

10
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1 John 5:19 And we know that we are of God, and the whole world lieth in wickedness.

This does not mean that man can do no civic good, but he cannot do 
anything to please God. He is full of hatred for God and even though 
he claims to seek God, it is not the true God, but a god of his own 
imagination. The apostle Paul makes this truth clear in Romans:

Romans 3:10 As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one: 11 There is none that 
understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God. 12 They are all gone out of the way, 
they are together become unprofitable; there is none that doeth good, no, not one. 13 
Their throat is an open sepulchre; with their tongues they have used deceit; the poison 
of asps is under their lips: 14 Whose mouth is full of cursing and bitterness: 15 Their feet 
are swift to shed blood: 16 Destruction and misery are in their ways: 17 And the way of 
peace have they not known: 18 There is no fear of God before their eyes. 19 Now we know 
that what things soever the law saith, it saith to them who are under the law: that every 
mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God. 20 Therefore by 
the deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in his sight: for by the law is the 
knowledge of sin.

Because of man’s pervasive depravity, he is incapable of changing 
his character or acting in a manner different from his corrupt heart. 
As I have said, he can do many things in relation to his fellow man 
that are counted as good, but not in relation to God, since he is full 
of hatred toward God (Romans 8:7). This we call his total inability. 
Let me take some passages and illustrate the truth of his inability to 
respond to God’s offer of salvation through Jesus Christ. Mankind, as 
he comes into the world, is spiritually blind to the things of God. We 
see his blindness taught in Matthew 15:14 where Jesus describes the 
Pharisees as blind leaders of the blind. They were not physically blind, 
but their failure to understand and believe what Jesus taught, shows 
that they were spiritually blind. The apostle Paul says of the Jews of 
his day, “But even unto this day, when Moses is read, the veil is upon 
their heart. They have a veil over their minds” (2 Corinthians 3:15). He 
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is saying they do not understand their own Scriptures because they 
are spiritually blind to the things of God.

In John 11 Jesus performs one of His greatest miracles, that of raising 
Lazarus from the dead. Lazarus had been in the grave four days. Many 
of the Jews witnessed this miracle. You would think with such evidence 
before them, that the Jews would accept Jesus as their Messiah. But it 
was not the case. In fact, we read in the same chapter, they not only 
wanted to kill Jesus, but also Lazarus because he was a standing 
testimony to Jesus. John then goes on to say:

John 12:37 But though he had done so many miracles before them, yet they believed not 
on him: 38 That the saying of Esaias the prophet might be fulfilled, which he spake, Lord, 
who hath believed our report? and to whom hath the arm of the Lord been revealed? 39 
Therefore they could not believe, because that Esaias said again, 40 He hath blinded their 
eyes, and hardened their heart; that they should not see with their eyes, nor understand 
with their heart, and be converted, and I should heal them.

Such was the depravity of their hearts, that not only would they not 
believe, but they could not believe. They had no desire to believe in 
Jesus, even when confronted by such clear proofs of his Messiahship. 
This spiritual blindness is not something that is true only of the Jews 
of Jesus’ day, but it is true of all mankind. Listen to the prophet Isaiah 
as he tells us of the work of the Messiah:

Isaiah 42:6 I the LORD have called thee in righteousness, and will hold thine hand, and 
will keep thee, and give thee for a covenant of the people, for a light of the Gentiles; 7 
To open the blind eyes, to bring out the prisoners from the prison, and them that sit in 
darkness out of the prison house.

The Messiah will be a light to the Gentiles as well as to the Jews. He will 
open the eyes of the spiritually blind. Here notice they are described 
as those who sit in darkness. Yes it is true that Jesus opened the eyes 
of the physically blind, but here the phrases that surround it indicate 
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it is spiritual blindness that is referred to. We do not read of Him 
bringing out prisoners from prison, except in so far as they were shut 
in by Satan, and mentally blinded. The following words spoken to the 
apostle Paul when he was commissioned, show spiritual blindness is 
what people are under.

Acts 26:16 But rise, and stand upon thy feet: for I have appeared unto thee for this 
purpose, to make thee a minister and a witness both of these things which thou hast 
seen, and of those things in the which I will appear unto thee; 17 Delivering thee from 
the people, and from the Gentiles, unto whom now I send thee, 18 To open their eyes, and 
to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan unto God, that they 
may receive forgiveness of sins, and inheritance among them which are sanctified by 
faith that is in me.

Paul will be an instrument to bring the message of the gospel which 
the Holy Spirit will accompany by His power, to open the eyes of those 
who are spiritually blind and those who are captives to Satan. Not only 
is mankind spiritually blind to the things of God, but they are also kept 
from seeing by the power of Satan, who is described as the god of this 
world.

2 Corinthians 4:4 In whom the god of this world hath blinded the minds of them which 
believe not, lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, 
should shine unto them.

Not only are sinners unable to see the truth even when clearly 
presented, but they are incapable of hearing God’s truth to their 
profit. In John 9 Jesus heals a man who had been blind from birth. The 
Jewish authorities call in the man’s parents to determine if he is their 
son and to confirm that he was blind from birth. They next speak to 
the blind man and ask how he had been healed. He tells them how he 
was healed by Jesus. Then they asked him again. Listen to the man’s 
response:
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John 9:26 Then said they to him again, What did he to thee? how opened he thine eyes? 

27 He answered them, I have told you already, and ye did not hear: wherefore would ye 
hear it again? will ye also be his disciples? 28 Then they reviled him, and said, Thou art 
his disciple; but we are Moses’ disciples.

Notice the words highlighted in the above verses. The word “hear” is 
used in two different ways. The first time it appears it is not speaking 
about physical hearing. In that sense they heard Him, but they did not 
believe what He told them. The second time the word is used it means 
to hear the story of His healing reiterated. Tom Wells, from whose book 
I have drawn these illustrations, has this to say, “Plainly, the healed 
man has something else in mind when he says, ‘Ye did not hear!’ He 
means, evidently, that they would not believe him. They would not lay 
hold of the truth that he had indeed been born blind and had received 
sight. They did not understand. Here he was experiencing the wonder 
of seeing for the first time in his life, and they were utterly incapable 
of entering into his joy! They wouldn’t hear of it!”3 This truth of their 
inability to hear Jesus is underlined in John 8 which reads, “Why do ye 
not understand my speech? Even because ye cannot hear my words” 
(v. 43). There is nothing wrong with their hearing physically, but they 
are deaf to His words because they hate Jesus. This is the reason why 
Jesus often said to His listeners, “He that hath ears to hear, let him 
hear” (Matthew 11:15, 13:43). But Scripture makes it clear that the 
natural man is both blind and deaf to the things of God:

1 Corinthians 2:14 But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for 
they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually 
discerned.

3	 	Tom	Wells,	Faith: The gift of God	(Carlisle,	PA:	The	
Banner	of	Truth	Trust,	1983),	31.	I	am	indebted	to	him	for	many	
scriptural	insights	considered	in	this	section.
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Ephesians 4:18 Having the understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of 
God through the ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of their heart:

Man is not only blind and deaf to the things of God. He is also a slave to 
sin and under the power of the devil. Slavery to sin is brought out in 
the words of Jesus to the Jews found in John 8:

John 8:31 Then said Jesus to those Jews which believed on him, If ye continue in my 
word, then are ye my disciples indeed; 32 And ye shall know the truth, and the truth 
shall make you free. 33 They answered him, We be Abraham’s seed, and were never in 
bondage to any man: how sayest thou, Ye shall be made free? 34 Jesus answered them, 
Verily, verily, I say unto you, Whosoever committeth sin is the servant of sin. 35 And 
the servant abideth not in the house for ever: but the Son abideth ever. 36 If the Son 
therefore shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed.

The Jews are offended at Jesus’ words implying that they needed to 
be freed from bondage to sin. Tom Wells writes, “Whoever practices 
sin, He [Jesus] says, is a slave. A man who practices sin may think his 
sin serves himself, but he is mistaken. The master is sin; the slave is 
the sinner. The fact that a man does not feel his bondage does not 
change things one whit.”4 Paul tells us sinners are without strength 
and therefore have no power to free themselves from their bondage 
to sin (Romans 5:6).

You would think enough has been said to show man’s powerlessness 
to turn to God and be saved. But because man insists on his ability, I 
need to say one more thing about the state of man as he is in himself. 
Man is described not merely as blind, deaf and weak, but he is said to 
be dead. Listen to these words from Paul:

Ephesians 2:1 And you hath he quickened, who were dead in trespasses and sins; 
2 Wherein in time past ye walked according to the course of this world, according 

4	 	Tom	Wells,	Faith, 44.
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to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that now worketh in the children of 
disobedience: 3 Among whom also we all had our conversation in times past in the lusts 
of our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind; and were by nature the 
children of wrath, even as others.

You may wonder at the strange description given of death. Men are 
said to walk and talk but nevertheless, they are dead to the things 
of God. Tom Wells gives this illustration to explain the passage, 
“Perhaps an analogy will help us. In a crowded room, buzzing with 
conversation, a young lady sits to one side, a distant look in her eyes. 
She has just received news. Her fiancé, thought to have been lost in 
battle, is alive and returning to her. What a reunion that will be! She 
can think of nothing else. She hears none of the small talk around her. 
A friend, waving from across the room, will not get her attention. She 
is insensible to her surroundings. They have no charm for her. To them 
she is dead.”5

The description given of man’s present state seems utterly helpless. Yet 
we have not reached the depth of his helplessness. He is under Satan’s 
power which will not let him go, unless a Higher Power intervenes 
on his behalf. This is illustrated in the words of our Lord in response 
to the Jews who accuse him of casting out demons because He is in 
league with the devil. Jesus responds as follows:

Luke 11:20 But if I with the finger of God cast out devils, no doubt the kingdom of 
God is come upon you. 21 When a strong man armed keepeth his palace, his goods are 
in peace: 22 But when a stronger than he shall come upon him, and overcome him, he 
taketh from him all his armour wherein he trusted, and divideth his spoils.

Man is not only helpless, but given such bondage, he is also hopeless. 
There is no escape from the power of one that holds him and who is 
described as the “god of this world” (2 Corinthians 4:4). Man is not 

5	 	Tom	Wells,	Faith,	41.
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able to cure himself of spiritual blindness and deafness. He cannot 
free himself from the slavery to sin and Satan. His situation is utterly 
helpless and hopeless. If there is to be any hope, it must come from 
heaven or he is doomed forever!
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D
espite what has been said above, many still believe man chooses 
God, because God endowed man with free will. However many 
have mistaken views of what free will is. Some imagine it means 

that man has power to choose for God or against God. This idea of free 
will denies that it is the inclinations of the heart to decide the direction 
of the will. We have already pointed out that man is a rebel and a hater 
of God (Romans 8:7) and therefore cannot decide for God. His will is 
enslaved to Satan, and he is no match for such a powerful foe. 

Jesus made it clear that no one can come to Him unless the Father 
draws him. The words of the prophet apply to all men by nature. “Can 
the Ethiopian change his skin, or the leopard his spots? Then may ye 
also do good, that are accustomed to do evil” (Jeremiah 13:23). It is 
because man cannot change his fallen nature that his will can never 
choose God and he can never produce good fruit. So our Lord’s words 
in Matthew declare:

Matthew 12:33 Either make the tree good, and his fruit good; or else make the tree 

corrupt, and his fruit corrupt: for the tree is known by his fruit. 34 O generation of vipers, 

how can ye, being evil, speak good things? for out of the abundance of the heart the 

what  about  free  will?
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mouth speaketh. 35 A good man out of the good treasure of the heart bringeth forth 

good things: and an evil man out of the evil treasure bringeth forth evil things.

The Lord alone can make the tree good and the fruit will evidence that 
change. By nature man is dead in sin and being corrupt, his works 
show it.

Before we leave this topic of free will, we must dispose of one objection 
that is often raised. Does not Scripture command us to “make for 
ourselves a new heart, and a new spirit”? Are we not commanded to 
“repent and turn” to the Lord? Yes, Scripture does command these 
things. These words are intended to point out our duty and not to 
declare what we can do, but rather to inform us of what we ought to 
do. This is what we are enabled to do, by God’s grace empowering us.6

So we ask the question, when the gospel is preached, what makes the 
difference between John who believes and Thomas who remains an 
unbeliever? You may say one chose Jesus Christ and accepted Him as 
Saviour and Lord and the other rejected Him. We then go on to ask 
again, what made one choose and the other reject Jesus Christ, when 
they were both sinners? The answer cannot lie in the persons for both 
John and Thomas are equally incapable of deciding for Jesus Christ, 
because their hearts are full of enmity for God (Romans 8:7). We are 
now ready to hear what Scripture has to teach about how salvation 
purchased by Christ becomes ours.

6	 	John	Dick,	Lectures on Theology (Stoke-on-Trent,	Eng-
land:	Tentmaker	Publications,	2006),	vol.	3:270.

20
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T
he initiative in salvation has to come from God who originally 
planned it, and sent His Son to purchase it, by His atoning 
sacrifice and His perfect obedience to God’s Law. Grace alone can 

save a sinner. The word “grace” is used in various ways in Scripture. 
Sometimes it means God’s unmerited favour to sinners, which is the 
reason why sinners are saved, and receive all the blessings Jesus 
Christ has purchased for them. We are using the term “grace” to mean 
the divine power exerted, to bring about a change in the moral state 
of a person, so that he desires and embraces Jesus Christ, as the only 
Saviour for our sins.

The gospel is not good news if it means there is something that the 
sinner has to supply on his own, for as we have seen, he is utterly 
hopeless and helpless. The gospel is good news because it teaches 
that all that is necessary for a sinner to be saved was purchased 
by Christ, including its application to the sinner. Herman Bavinck 
writes, “After Jesus died and was raised, it became much clearer to 
his disciples that the kingdom he preached—the kingdom with all its 
benefits of forgiveness, righteousness and eternal life—was acquired 
by his sufferings and death, and that he has been raised and glorified 
by the Father precisely to the end that he would apply these benefits 

salvation  by  grace  alone

3
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to his own.”7 If the final decision whether we will be saved lies 
with the sinner, then Jesus Christ has in fact fallen far short of 
accomplishing everything.8

Ephesians 2:8 For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is 
the gift of God:

C. H. Spurgeon sums it up: “He [Jesus] did not come to save us because 
we were worth the saving, but because we were utterly worthless, 
ruined, and undone. He came not to earth out of any reason that 
was in us, but solely and only out of reasons which he fetched from 
the depths of his own divine love.”9 Let us go on to look at the way 
salvation is applied to us by the Triune God.

7	 	Herman	Bavinck,	Reformed Dogmatics (Grand	Rapids,	
MI:	Baker	Academic,	2007),	vol.	3:498.
8	 	Herman	Bavinck,	Reformed Dogmatics,	3:566.
9	 	Charles	H.	Spurgeon,	All of Grace,	68.
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I
f sinners are saved, ordinarily it is because they hear the gospel 
through the Word proclaimed or through reading. I said “ordinarily” 
to make room for the fact that God can save those who are infants 

or otherwise mentally incapable and without the outward means. The 
Word of God is an important means, without which ordinarily, men 
cannot be saved. So the apostle Paul writes:

Romans 10:14 How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? and 
how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard? and how shall they hear 
without a preacher? 15 And how shall they preach, except they be sent? as it is written, 
How beautiful are the feet of them that preach the gospel of peace, and bring glad 
tidings of good things!

Though the word of God is very important, it cannot of itself produce 
the change required in the sinner. That is the reason why many hear the 
Word of God even from the best of preachers, and yet remain unsaved. 
The apostle Paul emphasizes this when he writes to the Corinthians, 
where factions were being formed around famous preachers—Peter, 
Paul and Apollos. He says:

1 Corinthians 3:4 For while one saith, I am of Paul; and another, I am of Apollos; are ye 
not carnal? 5 Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers by whom ye believed, 

god's  invincible  call

4
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even as the Lord gave to every man? 6 I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the 
increase. 7 So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but 
God that giveth the increase.

In these words Paul is emphasizing that preachers, however wonderful, 
can only bring the Word to our ears, but they cannot make it take root 
in our hearts. God alone, by divine power, gives the increase. This 
outward proclamation is what we call the external call of the gospel. 
It has an important role, but in itself is unable to produce the change.

The internal call is when God summons a sinner. This carries divine 
power with it to bring the required results. The Father is the One who 
designed the salvation of sinners in His eternal plan and accomplished 
it by giving up His Son to the death of the cross. He is also intimately 
involved in its application to the sinner.10  The word “called” is often 
used to mean God’s summons in the New Testament. Look at the 
following passages:

Romans 8:30 Moreover whom he did predestinate, them he also called: and whom he 
called, them he also justified: and whom he justified, them he also glorified.

1 Corinthians 1:9 God is faithful, by whom ye were called unto the fellowship of his Son 
Jesus Christ our Lord.

2 Timothy 1:8 Be not thou therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me 
his prisoner: but be thou partaker of the afflictions of the gospel according to the power 
of God; 9 Who hath saved us, and called us with an holy calling, not according to our 
works, but according to his own purpose and grace, which was given us in Christ Jesus 
before the world began,

This summons by God, even though it meets with resistance by sinners, 
proves to be invincible because it is accompanied by omnipotent power. 

10	 	John	Murray,	Redemption Accomplished and Applied 
(Grand	Rapids,	MI:	Eerdmans,	1955),	90.
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Men can escape the summons from a human judge whose jurisdiction 
is limited. We can flee his territory and not have to answer, but where 
can a sinner run from God? God’s summons cannot fail to accomplish 
its purpose. This call cannot be undone by any creature. Neither does 
God have a change of mind. Look at the following Scriptures:

Romans 4:17 (As it is written, I have made thee a father of many nations,) before him 
whom he believed, even God, who quickeneth the dead, and calleth those things which 
be not as though they were.

Romans 11:29 For the gifts and calling of God are without repentance.

This summons is brought to fulfillment by the power of the Holy Spirit 
as the Agent of the new birth. Let us look at this in detail.
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I
n John 3 we have recorded the meeting of Nicodemus with Jesus. 
Nicodemus was a learned teacher in religious matters. He also 
occupied the highest seat in government as a member of the 

Sanhedrin. The conversation turned on how one entered the kingdom 
of heaven. It was a shock for Nicodemus, who thought he already 
belonged to the kingdom, to hear these words from Jesus:

John 3:3 Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man 
be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.

John 3:5 Jesus answered, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born of water 
and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.

John 3:8 The wind bloweth where it listeth, and thou hearest the sound thereof, but 
canst not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth: so is every one that is born of the 
Spirit.

This teaching meant that Nicodemus had no advantage over the 
unlearned or the poor, for in order to enter the kingdom of God, a new 
birth was required. Many today think it is their faith which produces 
the new birth. But surely this is impossible, since a man who is at 
enmity with God cannot exercise faith unless he is born from above. 

new  birth

5
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Regeneration comes before a man can exercise faith. Jesus clearly 
teaches that the Holy Spirit sovereignly produces the new birth. We 
are absolutely passive, just like in our natural birth. But once the 
Spirit produces the new birth, man is active in the exercise of faith 
and repentance. The biblical view is that a man must be born again in 
order to exercise faith. This is how the Bible pictures it:

Ezekiel 36:26 A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within you: 
and I will take away the stony heart out of your flesh, and I will give you an heart of 
flesh. 27 And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes, and ye 
shall keep my judgments, and do them.

Tom Wells comments on these verses, “Apart from the grace of God 
we, like Israel of old, are men of stone within. We are insensible to 
truth. We are dead towards God.”11

If this is the case why do the Scriptures call for men to exercise faith 
and repentance in order to be saved? Tom Wells answers this question 
in these words, “Repentance and faith, then, are signs that the new 
heart is there. They are signs that the new life has come. They are the 
birth cries of the new creature. They cannot precede the new birth. 
They must follow it. Repentance and faith do not cause the new birth. 
Far from it! The new birth causes repentance and faith.”12 So the 
Holy Spirit, by giving us this new birth, changes us so that we now 
understand spiritual things. We hear the Word and we desire the 
things of God. He enables us to embrace Jesus Christ freely offered in 
the gospel as the only Saviour and our Saviour. 

Someone may say, “Well then I can do nothing but wait until the Holy 
Spirit gives me this new heart. If as you say regeneration comes first 
then all I can do is wait.” This assumes that we can know we have 

11	 	Tom	Wells,	Faith,	59.
12	 	Tom	Wells,	Faith,	59-60.
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this new heart apart from faith in Jesus Christ. But this is a false 
assumption. Tom Wells comments, “Apart from repentance and faith I 
cannot feel or discover the new birth….The gospel does not tell me to 
feel the new birth and then to turn to Christ. It commands me to turn 
now!”13 

13	 	Tom	Wells,	Faith,	121
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S
o great is the change brought about in the new birth that it is 
called a new creation by Paul in 2 Corinthians 5:17: “Therefore if 
any man be in Christ, he is a new creature [literally new creation]: 

old things are passed away; behold all things are become new.” 

Another image that it used to describe this change is being cured of 
blindness. We said that man was blind to the things of God, so once 
he is changed he will be able to understand spiritual things. Blind 
men do not give themselves sight. It is a divine work. Look at the 
following Scriptures:

2 Corinthians 4:3 But if our gospel be hid, it is hid to them that are lost: 4 In whom the 
god of this world hath blinded the minds of them which believe not, lest the light of the 
glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto them.

2 Corinthians 4:6 For God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath 
shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of 
Jesus Christ.

We see this beautifully illustrated in the life of Saul of Tarsus. He was 
persecuting the Church of Christ. He was on his way to Damascus 
when the Lord met him on the road, and he was blinded by the event, 

other  images  used  for  this  new  birth

6



yet the eyes of his understanding were opened. He became the mighty 
apostle Paul. Let us hear how he describes this event:

Acts 9:1 And Saul, yet breathing out threatenings and slaughter against the disciples 
of the Lord, went unto the high priest, 2 And desired of him letters to Damascus to 
the synagogues, that if he found any of this way, whether they were men or women, 
he might bring them bound unto Jerusalem. 3 And as he journeyed, he came near 
Damascus: and suddenly there shined round about him a light from heaven: 4 And he fell 
to the earth, and heard a voice saying unto him, Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? 5 
And he said, Who art thou, Lord? And the Lord said, I am Jesus whom thou persecutest: 
it is hard for thee to kick against the pricks. 6 And he trembling and astonished said, 
Lord, what wilt thou have me to do? And the Lord said unto him, Arise, and go into the 
city, and it shall be told thee what thou must do. 7 And the men which journeyed with 
him stood speechless, hearing a voice, but seeing no man. 8 And Saul arose from the 
earth; and when his eyes were opened, he saw no man: but they led him by the hand, 
and brought him into Damascus. 9 And he was three days without sight, and neither did 
eat nor drink.

Later on the Lord was to commission him to preach the gospel to open 
the eyes of the blind as the Holy Spirit worked through the Word to 
bring about the same results.

Acts 26:15 And I said, Who art thou, Lord? And he said, I am Jesus whom thou 
persecutest. 16 But rise, and stand upon thy feet: for I have appeared unto thee for this 
purpose, to make thee a minister and a witness both of these things which thou hast 
seen, and of those things in the which I will appear unto thee; 17 Delivering thee from 
the people, and from the Gentiles, unto whom now I send thee, 18 To open their eyes, and 
to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan unto God, that they 
may receive forgiveness of sins, and inheritance among them which are sanctified by 
faith that is in me.

Let us look at one more image that is used to picture the new birth - 
resurrection. A dead man cannot give himself life. The dead being made 
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to live is what occurs, when the Spirit raises those dead in trespasses 
and sins to believe in Jesus Christ. See the following Scriptures:

Ephesians 2:4 But God, who is rich in mercy, for his great love wherewith he loved us, 
5 Even when we were dead in sins, hath quickened us together with Christ, (by grace ye 
are saved;) 6 And hath raised us up together, and made us sit together in heavenly places 
in Christ Jesus:

Colossians 2:13 And you, being dead in your sins and the uncircumcision of your flesh, 
hath he quickened together with him, having forgiven you all trespasses;

John 5:25 Verily, verily, I say unto you, The hour is coming, and now is, when the dead 
shall hear the voice of the Son of God: and they that hear shall live.

1 John 3:14 We know that we have passed from death unto life, because we love the 
brethren. He that loveth not his brother abideth in death.

The Scriptures describe sinners not as dead, not sick. You may ask, 
why preach, calling on men to believe and repent, if they are incapable 
of responding? Let us look at John 11:43-44.

John 11:43 And when he thus had spoken, he cried with a loud voice, Lazarus, come 
forth. 44 And he that was dead came forth, bound hand and foot with graveclothes: 
and his face was bound about with a napkin. Jesus saith unto them, Loose him, and 
let him go.

Here Jesus calls to the dead. Lazarus, a friend of Jesus, had been dead 
four days. Jesus returns at the request of his sisters, but arrives too 
late. Jesus assures them that their brother will rise again. The sisters 
assume He is speaking of the resurrection of all men at the Day of 
Judgment. But Jesus is speaking about the present, for He intended 
to raise Lazarus. Now imagine, if we were there at that moment, what 
would we hear and see? We would be puzzled as we hear Jesus calling 
to Lazarus to come forth from the tomb. We might think, how can the 
dead hear? Could Lazarus respond to the words of Jesus of himself? 
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Of course not. Yet Jesus called to Lazarus and that call carried with it 
the power to raise him from the dead so that he could respond. This is 
exactly what occurs when the external call of the gospel is accompanied 
by the invincible power of God. When we are called on to believe and 
repent, it does not imply that we can do it of our own power, but the 
Holy Spirit gives us life and produces faith so we can respond, just as 
Lazarus did, to Christ’s call.

All these images—new birth, cure from blindness, and resurrection—
clearly teach that, at the beginning of the process of salvation, man 
is absolutely passive. However, man does not remain passive, but 
exercises faith which he has been given. It is not God who exercises 
faith and repentance, but the sinner. 
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W
hat is faith? Faith involves three ingredients. It involves 
knowledge, belief and trust. For some things you do not have to 
know much before you can put your trust in what is said. For 

example, I can ask a total stranger the time and trust that what he tells 
me is true. Now if I am going to invest my money with a person, I would 
want to know much more. I want to know if he is competent in that 
field. I would like to hear the testimony of others who have invested 
with him and believe it is true, before I trust him with my money. Faith 
in Jesus Christ is a habitual reliance on all that Jesus Christ is and 
has done. It is not merely believing a single statement, but implicitly 
trusting Him because He is God. Faith is trusting that what Jesus Christ 
has done, fully meets my needs as a sinner. His righteousness is fully 
sufficient to give me a title to heaven and His atoning death covers all 
my sins—past, present and future.

Faith is not some quality in us, but merely the means by which we 
are brought into union with Christ, so we receive all that He has 
accomplished for us. “To say that we are saved by faith is just another 
way of saying that we are justified, not in the slightest measure by 
ourselves, but simply and solely by the One in whom our faith is 

faith's  role  in  our  salvation
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reposed.”14 Machen goes on to say, “Faith is not regarded in the New 
Testament as itself a meritorious work or a meritorious condition of 
the soul, but it is regarded as a means which is used by the grace of 
God. The New Testament never says that a man is saved on account of 
his faith or by means of his faith; faith is merely the means which the 
Holy Spirit uses to apply to the individual soul the benefits of Christ’s 
death.”15 

An illustration will make this clear. “I am told that years ago above the 
Falls of Niagara a boat was capsized and two men were being carried 
down by the current, when persons on the shore managed to float a 
rope out to them, which rope was seized by them both. One of them 
held fast to it and was safely drawn to the bank, but the other seeing 
a great log come floating by, unwisely, let go of the rope and clung 
to the great piece of timber, for it was a bigger thing of the two, and 
apparently better to cling to. Alas! The timber, with the man on it, went 
right over the vast abyss, because there was no union between the 
wood and the shore.”16 Now it was not the rope that saved the person 
from going over the falls, but the fact that the rope was connected to 
the man on the shore. 

Faith could not be what saves, for faith is never perfect. We have 
varying degrees of faith. But however weak our faith, it connects us 
with the same Christ. It is fitting that it be by faith and not anything 
else, because faith means receiving something, not doing something 
or being something. If it was by love or repentance or good works, we 
would never be sure we have the love, or repentance or good works 
that qualify us. Faith is empty hands stretched out to receive a gift 
given to us by God. 

14	 	J.	Gresham	Machen,	What is Faith? (Grand	Rapids,	MI:	
Eerdmans,	1965),	172.
15	 	J.	Gresham	Machen,	What is Faith? , 180.
16	 	C.	H.	Spurgeon,	Around the Wicket Gate	(Redhill,	Surrey:	
Sovereign	Grace	Union,	nd.),	19-20.
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Why has God designed it so that only faith is the means of uniting us to 
Jesus Christ, so we receive all the benefits of salvation? The Scriptures 
give us the answer to this question:

Ephesians 2:8 For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is 
the gift of God: 9 Not of works, lest any man should boast.

Romans 3:27 Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By what law? of works? Nay: but 
by the law of faith.

The reason is given in the words I have highlighted - so that no man 
would boast. If the reason why one person is saved and another is not 
is simply based on the exercise of their free will, then there will be 
boasting in heaven. Scripture does not exclude all boasting, but only 
boasting in ourselves. “The Christian is allowed to boast. More than 
that, he is encouraged to do so, but on an entirely different ground. No 
shrewdness or wisdom or power or understanding of his own enters 
into the Biblical kind of boast. He has riches from God and Christ. Let 
him boast of them.

 Of Christ’s cross (Galatians 6:14)

 Of Christ’s creative power (Galatians 6:15)

 Of God’s grace (Ephesians 2:8-9).”17

Lest any trust to their faith, it is said that faith too is a gift of God’s 
grace. It is imperfect in its exercise and it has nothing in it to satisfy 
God’s law or to satisfy justice for us. Salvation is totally of grace and 
therefore none need despair. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:27:

1 Corinthians 1:29 That no flesh should glory in his presence. 30 But of him are ye in Christ 
Jesus, who of God is made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and 
redemption: 31 That, according as it is written, He that glorieth, let him glory in the Lord.

17	 	Tom	Wells,	Faith,	143.
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We have shown that man comes into the world in a hopeless and 
helpless state. He is born and conceived in sin. He is full of enmity 
toward God and cannot do anything to save himself. Man is not merely 
sick, but dead in his trespasses and sins. Given this situation, he cannot 
see any beauty in Jesus Christ or in the salvation which He purchased 
for sinners. Man does have liberty to choose but will always choose 
evil since his heart is corrupt. Man is not only a slave to sin, but he is in 
bondage to Satan, the god of this world. These things being so, he can 
never be saved by his own choice. The good news is that Jesus Christ 
has not only purchased salvation for His people, but has been given 
the Holy Spirit by whose agency that salvation is applied to sinners. 
The Holy Spirit is sent by Jesus Christ in order to regenerate or make 
sinners alive, and to give them the gift of faith by which they lay hold 
of the offer of the gospel. God the Father effectually calls them and the 
Holy Spirit, by giving them new birth, enables them to respond to the 
gospel

Jesus Christ therefore does not only purchase salvation, but He also 
applies it to the hearts of His people. He sends His Spirit to dwell in 
His people to sanctify them and to cause them to persevere to the end. 
None of us would ever arrive in glory if it were not for the grace of 

conclusion
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Jesus Christ accompanying us all the way. Salvation is, from beginning 
to end, the work of the Triune God. The Father planned our salvation, 
the Son purchased our salvation, and the Holy Spirit applies that 
salvation to us. There is no room left for boasting in ourselves, but 
only in the Lord and to praise Him for what He has done, is doing, and 
will do, in bringing sinners to glory.

Ravi Zacharias tells the story of a rich man, who had a famous art 
gallery, and who had a wonderful son whom he loved dearly. The son 
would go out into the town and there he befriended a beggar. They 
had wonderful conversations and the beggar grew fond of this young 
man, who took time out for him. One day the young man did not show 
up and the beggar found out that the young man had suddenly died. 
He was saddened by the news. He got some paper and crayons and 
decided to draw a portrait of the young man and proceeded to the 
house of the rich man. At the gate the porter met him and the beggar 
explained his relationship and how the young man had been good 
to him. The beggar had heard that the young man’s father had an art 
gallery, so he presented the portrait of the young man that he had 
drawn, and asked if the porter would give it to the man of the house. 
Then he went away. The porter at the gate was amused and agreed. He 
thought it was a curious gesture.

The porter, as he daily opened the gate to let the rich man out, thought 
about the portrait and decided to speak to the father. He told him that 
a beggar had come by and had known of the son and wanted to give 
the portrait to him. He did not know who the beggar was or where he 
lived. The rich man took the portrait and put it in his art gallery. Years 
passed and the father also died. It was known in the town that there 
would be an auction of the artworks of this famous gallery. 

The beggar decided to buy himself some decent clothes and managed 
to get in at the gate. The wealthy were arriving, walking around and 
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examining the artworks in the gallery before the auction began. The 
beggar did the same and saw the portrait he had drawn, also hanging 
there. The auction was ready to begin. The auctioneer began by 
announcing that there was a condition in the will. The first piece of 
artwork to be sold would be the portrait of his son. There went up 
a groan from the audience. No one put in a bid and the beggar dug 
into his pocket and decided to put in his bid. His bid was the only one. 
Going once, going twice, and the gavel pounded. It was sold and the 
beggar came forward to claim his portrait. As he was walking back to 
his seat, the gavel pounded again and the man announced, that there 
was a second condition in the will.The one who bought the portrait of 
his son was to inherit the entire gallery!

So it is beloved. He that has the Son has all of heaven. Heaven is Christ, 
and all who enter there must have the Son. 

Faith, beloved, embraces THE SON and thereby gains all that God has 
designed to grant us in HIS SON. May each one of us know that by faith 
we have the Son and therefore are heirs to glory? 

Let me close with the words of this hymn by Cornelius Elven. May it 
be your prayer.

 With broken heart and contrite sigh,

 A trembling sinner, Lord, I cry;

 Thy pardoning grace is rich and free;

 O God, be merciful to me.

 I smite upon my troubled breast,

 With deep and conscious guilt oppressed,

 Christ and his cross my only plea:

 O God, be merciful to me.



 Far off I stand with tearful eyes,

 Nor dare uplift them to the skies;

 But thou dost all my anguish see:

 O God, be merciful to me.

 Nor alms, nor deeds that I have done,

 Can for a single sin atone;

 To Calvary alone I flee;

 O God be merciful to me.

 And when, redeemed from sin and hell,

 With all the ransomed throng I dwell,

 My raptured song shall ever be, 

 God has been merciful to me—AMEN
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