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HOW TO BECOME A CHILD OF GOD 
John 1:12-13 (No.5) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson 
September 11, 2016 

INTRODUCTION 

The passage we study today confronts us with the question: Are you a child of God?  Do you 
have any confidence this morning that you are a child of God?  And, if you do believe you are a 
child of God, what’s the basis of your confidence?  Why do you believe you’re a child of God? 

You might answer: because God made me.  But just because God is your Creator doesn’t mean 
you are a child of God.  The Jews boasted that they were children of Abraham and God.  A 
doubly blessed heritage. 

The Jews said to Jesus in 8:39-41, “Abraham is our father.” Jesus said to them, “If you were 
Abraham’s children, you would be doing the works Abraham did, but now you seek to kill me, a 
man who has told you the truth that I heard from God. This is not what Abraham did. You are 
doing the works your father did.” They said to him, “We were not born of sexual immorality. We 
have one Father—even God.”  They thought that because they had the right heredity, they were 
children of God. 

And Jesus answered them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God 
and I am here” (v. 41). And then Jesus said, “You are of your father the devil, and your will is to 
do your father’s desires” (v. 44).  So these Jews that attacked Jesus weren’t children of God, but 
children of Satan. 

It really matters whether you’re a child of God or not.  Just before this dialogue with the Jews, 
Jesus made clear that those who are not children of God “will not remain in the house.” 

8:35: “The slave does not remain in the house forever; the son remains forever.” 

What he means is that only those who are children of God will remain in the house of God—that 
is, receive eternal life.  So you must truly be a child of God in order to remain with God forever.  
So, then, how does one become a child of God? 

Verses 12 and 13 of chapter 1 tell us that in order for anyone to become a child of God two 
graces must be given.  Without these two graces given to a person, no one is a child of God.  If 
these two graces are not present in your life, you are not a child of God.  So what are the two 
graces that we must receive?  

First, we must we receive. . .  

I. THE GRACE OF RECEIVING JESUS 

v. 12: But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to 
become children of God, 
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Verse 12 is quite a contrast with vv. 10, 11.  Christ came into the world and 

In v. 10, “the world did not know him.” The world was cold to him—didn’t want to know 
him. 

Worse, in v. 11. “his own people did not receive him.” The Jews didn’t welcome and 
embrace him as their Messiah. 

If the story ended at verse 11, this would be a dark book.  God in human flesh—the God-man 
Jesus Christ—came into the world and everyone rejected him.  But the story doesn’t end there, 
thankfully. Verses 12, 13 give us great hope.  God has always had his believing remnant.  Not 
always a lot of people. But a few faithful. 

And when Jesus Christ came, there were some who didn’t reject him.  And today, there are some 
who don’t reject him, but know him and receive him. 

You could view vv. 11, 12 almost like a table of contents of the whole book.  Verse 11 says that 
his own people rejected him.  That corresponds to the first 12 chapters of this book, which 
emphasize the Jews rejection of Christ. 

Verse 12 tells us that there remained yet a remnant of those who received him.  And that 
corresponds to the second part of this book, chapters 13-21, that focus on the disciples of Jesus 
who did receive him.  Or to say it another way, you could divide the Gospel of John like this: 
The theme of chapters 1-12 is: “his own did not receive him.”  The theme of chapters 13-21 is: 
“yet to all who did receive him.” 

The “all” of v. 12 is universal in its invitation.  Not all get saved, but the invitation is extended to 
all: It’s extended to the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the Jews, the Samaritans, the Greeks, the 
pagans, the idol worshippers, the young, the old, the women, the men, the poor, the wealthy.  All 
who receive Jesus are children of God. 

What does receive mean?  In our study of v. 11, I said that receive was a kind of intimate 
relationship.  It means to accept him, welcome him, submit to him in a personal relationship.  It 
means to welcome him with a willing heart: Since Jesus is Lord, you receive him as Lord who 
can make demands on your life.  Since Jesus is Savior, you receive him as Savior who offers his 
life for yours.  Since Jesus is the Bread of Life—the one who satisfies, you receive him as your 
supreme satisfaction—one who is worthy for you to lay down your life.  You receive Jesus for 
all that He is. 

Saying ‘no’ to Jesus is not receiving him.  If you say, Jesus, I’ll take you as my free get-out-of-
hell pass, but these sins are mine and I will not confess and repent of them—then you have not 
received him.  If you say, Jesus, I’ll take your blessings and riches, but I won’t follow you into 
suffering and sacrifice—then you have not received him. 

If you say, Jesus, I’ll take your moral example and consider your teaching a moral code to 
conduct my life by, but I won’t accept that I’m a sinner and all that bad—then you have not 
received him. 
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If you say, Jesus, I’ll take you if you can add benefit and happiness to my life, but only if you 
remain on the periphery of my life and I’ll relate to you only on Sunday—then you have not 
received him. 

If you say, Jesus, I know you are God and I know you are the Savior, but I really have no desire 
to study your Word to get to know you—then you have not received him. 

For those who have received him, it’s not simply a onetime thing. 

Colossians 2:6: “as you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him” 

Live out your life in the same way. Not just at the point of salvation, but go on receiving him. 

Now receiving is further described in the next phrase: “to all who did receive him, who believed 
in his name. . .”  The second phrase defines the first.  Receiving is believing. And believing is 
receiving. 

What does it mean to receive Christ?  It means to believe in Christ.  The verb, believe, is an 
important word in John’s Gospel.  Occurs 98x in John.  Compared to: Matt 11x / Mk 14x / Lk 9x 
It’s used in a variety of ways: 

• Believing facts or reports  
• Believing people or the Scriptures 
• And, more times than any other, believing in Christ 

The Greek brings out a nuance that helps us understand what kind of belief this is.  “Believe in” 
= Gk, pisteuo eis – To draw out the nuance more, we could translate it: “believe on”  It’s more 
than believing facts about Christ or believing the truth about what Jesus says or believing the 
truth about who he is.  Believing on his name means you’re committing yourself to him. There’s 
a sense of trust that’s personal. You’re relying on him.   

If you can’t think of any day-to-day reason why you need Jesus, then you can’t believe on Jesus.  
If Jesus is largely irrelevant to your daily life, then in what sense can you really say you’re 
believing on him.  Relying on him for what? Committing yourself to him for what?  If he is 
missing from your day-to-day, then how can you say your belief in him is anything more than 
factual? 

What saves?  Not believing merely the fact that Christ died for all or even me.  But believing on 
Christ—the person. 

What saves?  Not faith that there is such a savior as Christ.  Not faith that what Christ says is 
true.  But only a faith of reliance on Christ’s name. This is the faith that saves and justifies.  John 
emphasizes by using an expression that is only found in his writings: “to believe in the name.” 

We often think of names as no more than labels.  Shakespeare wrote: “What’s in a name? That 
which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.”  In other words, it doesn’t matter 
what you call a rose. The name is just a label. It still smells sweet. 
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But to the Greeks and the Jews, a person’s name stood for their whole personality—it stood for 
the whole person.  For example, Psalm 5:11 says, “those who love your name exult in you.”  
That doesn’t mean those who love God’s title exult in him.  It means that those who love him for 
him, his whole personality, all that “God” means—they are the ones who exult in him. 

In the early church, the name of Jesus could simply be called ‘the Name.’ For example: 3 John 7 
says of traveling missionaries: “They have gone out for the sake of the name.”  In Acts 5:40-41: 
The Jewish Council beat the apostles “and charged them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and 
let them go. Then [the apostles] left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted 
worthy to suffer dishonor for the name. 

So believing in Jesus’ name means to accept Jesus in his full revelation—believing on all that he 
is.  John warns in 3:18: “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.” 

For all those who do receive and believe in Jesus’ name, he gives “the right to become children 
of God.”  Now that God ‘gave’ the right, means that this is an act of God’s free grace.  Becoming 
a child of God is not earned or merited in any sense.  And since becoming children of God is 
grace, that hints also that receiving Jesus and believing in Jesus is a gift too.  And that’s 
confirmed by Ephesians 2:8-9: “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not 
your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  Faith is a 
gift.  

We who believe have been given the grace of desiring to receive Jesus.  If you desire receiving 
Jesus that’s because God has worked that in you.  You didn’t stir that up.  Naturally, we’re just 
like the world and the Jews, who don’t know him, don’t want to know him, and do not receive 
him. 

But those who do believe on him are given a new status—this right, this inalienable privilege—
full authority to a new title.  Like if you were elected President, you would have the right to call 
yourself President.  We who believe have the right to the title: child of God.  It’s notable that he 
writes “children of God” rather than “sons/daughters of God.”  In John’s Gospel, he never calls 
believers sons of God.  The Apostle Paul does. It’s a biblical expression.  Paul ties our identity as 
sons of God to our spiritual adoption into God’s family.  We saw this in Ephesians 1:5: God 
“predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ” 

But in John’s Gospel, he only uses son of god for the Son of God—Jesus.  Believers are called 
children of God, even though he would affirm along with Paul that we are sons of God in that we 
are adopted into God’s family.  But John seems to use this phrase, ‘children of God,’ 
intentionally to emphasize a certain truth about us as believers. 

The word ‘children’ is the Greek word te,kna. It comes from the verb ti,ktw, which means to 
beget.  And by choosing that word with the idea of begetting, he emphasizes the idea that we 
have been born into God’s family through a new birth.  And because we have been born into 
God’s family, we are his children.  And that’s exactly what he says in verse 13: as children of 
God we have been born “of God.”  So he’s stressing the idea that faith in Christ coincides with a 
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new birth to give us a new status: children of God.  He’s emphasizing the idea of new birth rather 
than adoption, so he calls us “children of God.” 

So the first grace that we must receive in order to become a child of God is that we receive Jesus 
Christ, that you believe on him. 

And the second grace you must receive to become a child of God, as we’ve already begun to see, 
is. . .  

II. THE GRACE OF NEW BIRTH 

v. 13: [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. 

Children of God are born.  The change that occurs at conversion is so great that only a picture of 
new birth can express it.  In the new birth, we are given new appetites, new affections, new 
desires, new wants. 

2 Corinthians 5:17: “if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; 
behold, the new has come.” 

So the new birth makes us a new creation.  Jesus calls this being “born again” in 3:3: “Truly, 
truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  Verse 13 makes 
clear in three ways that the children of God are not naturally born, but spiritually born. 

First, children of God are not born “of blood.”  In Greek, blood is plural (“not of bloods”).  The 
idea is two people coming together to form two bloodlines in 1 offspring.  That doesn’t produce 
a child of God.  Procreation only produces sinners, not children of God.  So heredity plays no 
role in becoming a child of God.  Being born from the right race or from the right family or with 
the right ancestor (not Abraham, not anyone else) matters.  Nothing is generational about the 
new birth. 

Second, children of God are not born “of the will of the flesh.”  In John’s Gospel, “flesh” is not 
necessarily evil like it is in Paul’s writings, where the flesh is sinful.  When John writes of the 
flesh, he means our humanity.  So we don’t become children of God by our own natural will. We 
don’t simply choose to become children of God.  We don’t exercise our human will (will of the 
flesh) and become a child of God. 

Third, children of God are not born “of the will of man.”  That is, the deeds and acts of others 
can’t make us children of God.  No priest can confer grace on others to make them children of 
God.  Baptism does not make someone a child of God. 

So not by natural birth, not by natural will, not by others’ actions—no human agency can cause 
anyone to become a child of God.  How, then, does someone become born of God? 

This new birth—this regeneration—this being born again—is “of God.”  Children of God 
become who they are solely and entirely by the grace of God.  Solely and entirely.  He does not 
need us to cooperate with him in this work. He does it alone. 



www.tccathens.org 

6 

 

He does not meet us half-way or place us in a neutral position with us going the rest of the way. 
Becoming a child of God is wholly of God.  It is his work. Billy Graham wrote a book years ago 
called, “How to Be Born Again.”  Now, it may be a fine book and I’m sure it’s filled with the 
gospel message.  But judging the title based on this verse, what’s the problem with the title of the 
book (“How to Be Born Again)?  Answer: new birth is God’s work, not yours.  So there is no 
‘how-to.’ There are no steps.  God does the work of new birth.  It’s a grace.  And it’s necessary 
for salvation. 

CONCLUSION 

So, what have we seen?  We’ve seen that it is vital that you become a child of God. If you’re not 
a child of God, you will not have eternal life.  How do you become a child of God?  We’ve seen 
there are two graces that God gives in order for you to become a child of God. 

1. He gives the grace of receiving Jesus. 
2. He gives the grace of new birth 

Both are necessary for becoming a child of God and gaining eternal life.  And that God gives 
them both means that all of salvation is of God.  Salvation is the work of God. 

Do believers believe? Yes, they do.  But they were given the ability to believe, otherwise they 
would not have believed.  So, if you are a believer, exult in the name of God: to him alone 
belongs the glory of your salvation. 

And if you have not believed on Jesus. Why wait any longer?  Receive Jesus today.  Receive him 
as Savior, who died for you sins.  Receive him as Lord, who you will obey. 

Believe on him. Entrust yourself to him. Rely on him, knowing that you are a sinner and have no 
merit of your own to commend yourself to God. 

Cast yourself on God and he will surely save you. 
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