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The Holy Spirit Series, Lesson 1

THE HOLY SPIRIT GIVES US NEW BIRTH

John 3:3,5–8

Key Verse: 3:5

“Jesus answered, ‘Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit.’”


The tendency among Christians is to know a lot about God the Father and Jesus his Son, but to know very little about God the Holy Spirit. To grasp everything the Bible says about the Holy Spirit can seem like a daunting task. It can also seem disturbing that, though we thought we’ve been Christians for a long time, we’re not so familiar with the Holy Spirit. This isn't a matter of knowing abstract theology about the Holy Spirit; it’s about having a personal experience with the Holy Spirit. So we’d like to start our study series on the Holy Spirit with John 3. In this chapter we learn that a Christian is someone who’s been reborn, and that our rebirth comes about through the work of the Holy Spirit. In light of this, every true Christian has some experience with the Holy Spirit. In this first lesson we especially want to think about how the Holy Spirit brings about our new birth, and what effects he has on us. Today may God speak to us personally through his words.


In John 3 we encounter a man named Nicodemus. Nicodemus is a Pharisee and a member of the Jewish ruling council. He's a highly disciplined man who climbed to the top of his society. He’s also old, and he's known as one of Israel’s teachers. When he comes to Jesus at night, Jesus tells him, “You must be born again.” This is a very hard challenge for Nicodemus to accept. He knows there's something wrong within him, which is why he comes at night. But he certainly isn’t ready to start all over again, especially at his age. What’s more, his whole life he’s been accustomed to doing things on his own, by his own willpower. Jesus is challenging him to experience something he has no control over. So at first, Nicodemus balks at Jesus’ teaching. In some ways, we all can relate to him. We may not be old or super-successful, but many of us have been exposed to the Bible all our lives. We may have gone to church a lot and heard it all before. But there’s still something missing. Yet we don’t like to hear Jesus’ challenge that we have to be “born again.” We don’t want to make ourselves so vulnerable and have to start all over again, from square one.


Let’s read 3:3. Here, the verb “see” is literally “experience.” Jesus is telling Nicodemus he needs to experience the kingdom of God. As a Jewish ruling council member Nicodemus had experienced the world. Probably he'd seen so many people's duplicity and scheming. When he was young, he may have dreamt to change the world. But now he's jaded. Despair has set in. Probably he feels trapped by his public position. He also may feel like a hypocrite, having to say things he no longer means. He’d heard of Jesus and his miracles, so he seems to have some new hope. He's come to Jesus at night to talk about it. But to Jesus what he really needs is to “experience” God’s kingdom. To “experience” God’s kingdom means to experience God ruling our hearts with his personal love and peace (Lk17:20–21). To experience God's kingdom means to experience righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (Ro14:17).


When Nicodemus at first rejects his challenge to be born again, Jesus insists. Read 3:5. Here Jesus parallels being “born again” with being “born of water and the Spirit.” It seems that being born of water and the Spirit is actually the practical way a person is born again. But what does it mean to be born of water and the Spirit? In Matthew 3:11 John the Baptist explains: “I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me comes one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.” “Born of water” seems to represent repentance. “Born of the Spirit” means that after repenting of our sins and putting our trust in Jesus, God gives us the Holy Spirit, who changes us from the inside out. In Acts 2:38 Apostle Peter puts it simply: “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.” Peter says that the Holy Spirit and the new birth he brings is a gift from God. It’s like being made alive after being dead. It’s like opening our eyes after having been always blind. When the Holy Spirit changes us from within and comes to dwell in us, the living hope of heaven no longer sounds like a fairy tale; it becomes real to us (1Pe1:3–4). To become religious, or simply a better, more moral, ethical person, we have to exert a great deal of our own effort, and much sincerity. In contrast, being born again is not something we do; it’s something the Holy Spirit does when we repent of our sins and put our faith in Jesus.

Jesus knows Nicodemus is having a hard time understanding being born of the Spirit, so he goes on to give him a simple yet beautiful analogy. Let's read verses 6–8. Actually, in Hebrew the word for “spirit” is “ruach” or “wind.” In comparing the Holy Spirit to the wind, what point is Jesus trying to make? Of course, the wind is impersonal, whereas the Holy Spirit is a person. So the analogy has its limits, and, not taken in the right way, it can be misleading. Nonetheless, there are some very important truths about the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ analogy. First of all, the wind isn't something any human being can control. "The wind blows wherever it pleases." In this sense, the Holy Spirit is the Sovereign God. According to his own good will and pleasure, he leads a person to repentance, he imparts the gift of faith in Jesus, and he regenerates a person's soul. So the Apostle Paul said, “He who began a good work in you…” (Php1:9). No human being can rightly take credit for what the Holy Spirit himself does. Nor can any human being manipulate the Holy Spirit. We can’t put him in a box and make him predictable; we can’t make him fit what we want. Instead, we have to humbly surrender to the Holy Spirit and follow what he is doing.

Secondly, the wind is invisible but nonetheless real. "You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going." Likewise, the Holy Spirit is invisible, but he’s very real. Sometimes the wind is very faint and gentle, which may represent a slight, gradual process of change in a person’s life. Sometimes the wind is very powerful and dramatic, which may represent a sudden life change. In any case, what’s the "sound" of the Holy Spirit that we can "hear"? The Holy Spirit leads people to stop arguing and complaining and start praising and thanking God. He leads people to stop criticizing and condemning each other and start confessing their own sins. When we hear sincere confession of sins and sincere words of praise and thanks to God, we're hearing the sound of the Holy Spirit. Also, the Holy Spirit is mysterious. He’s harder to predict than the Chicago weather. He works in ways we can never fully understand. When he causes a person to be born of God, often others can't tell what's happened. They can't tell that that person's new life has actually come from God, and that now that person actually is going back to God. Jesus says, "So it is with everyone born of the Spirit."

People are all born physically in the ordinary way, conceived by a man and a woman. But not all people are born again spiritually. In Jesus' day many Jews mistakenly thought they were on the inside track with God because they were physical descendants of Abraham. They were proud of being entrusted with God’s words. With all their knowledge, they had preconceived ideas of how God should work and of what kind of person their messiah should be. Then when Jesus came, they rejected him. In the Prologue the author writes, "Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God" (1:12–13). This isn't just an old story. Many people today still think they're God's children because they were born and raised in a Christian family and are members of a church. They think that by knowing about the Bible and Christianity they'll be okay with God. They tend to look down on those who haven't had a Christian upbringing or who've gone astray. But it’s often such people outside the Christian community who're humble enough to repent and believe in Jesus, and in whom the Holy Spirit works mightily to change, regenerate and transform. Nicodemus reminds us that just knowing the Scriptures and living a morally upright life within a community of faith isn’t enough. Each person needs a personal time of repentance, a personal time of faith in Jesus, and a personal experience of the Holy Spirit’s work. The people who experience this are those who are born of God. They’re the ones who recognize who the Holy Spirit is.

The New Testament always describes the Holy Spirit as the one critically involved in a person’s conversion. First is in Romans 2:29. Even if we try really hard, we can’t change ourselves. But the Holy Spirit circumcises our hearts—he helps us repent of our pride and of any idols we’ve been loving and cherishing. Next is in Romans 5:5. When the Holy Spirit comes to us, he especially helps us experience God’s love personally. Then we find the Holy Spirit’s work in us described in Romans 8:15–16. Here, the Holy Spirit gives us the conviction that we really are God’s children; through Him we can begin to call on God in an intimate, personal way. Moreover, the New Testament repeatedly says that though we may have lived sinful lives, the Holy Spirit washes and sanctifies us (1Co6:11; 2Th2:13; Tit3:5; 1Pe1:2). Finally, it says that when we receive the Holy Spirit, it’s like getting a deposit or God’s seal of ownership on us (2Co1:22; 5:5; Eph1:13–14). So our future doesn’t depend on our performance, but on the Holy Spirit’s work in us.

Why is it so important to know that it’s the Holy Spirit who’s brought about our new birth? 2 Corinthians 4:7 puts it best: “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.” In other words, because it’s the Holy Spirit who changes us, God gets all the glory, not us. There’s another reason we need to be reminded that new birth begins with the Holy Spirit. In Galatians 3:2–3 Apostle Paul says, “I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law, or by believing what you heard? Are you so foolish? After beginning by means of the Spirit, are you now trying to finish by means of the flesh?” So many people have started off Christian life well but then tried to build a religion based on keeping some laws, by means of the flesh—meaning by human effort. We need to be reminded that our Christian life began by the Spirit and so we need to learn to live by the Spirit. 

In this lesson we’ve learned that regardless of who we are, we each need to experience new birth through the Holy Spirit. This new birth happens to us when we repent and believe in Jesus. We’ve also learned that the Holy Spirit works in us like the wind—invisibly, uncontrollably, sometimes gently, sometimes powerfully. He works to change our hearts. He fills our hearts with the love of God. He gives us conviction that we’re in an intimate love relationship with God. He washes, sanctifies and justifies us in God’s sight. And his presence in us is like a deposit guaranteeing what’s to come. 

Through our study of the Holy Spirit, may God help us get to know him better, rely on him more, and learn how to let him fill our lives and lead us.
