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THE FREE WILL OF THE SPIRIT 
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INTRODUCTION 

Let me set the scene of this passage once again for you. It’s very simple: Nicodemus came to 
Jesus at night.  Nicodemus was a Pharisee, part of the ruling council of the Jews, and a 
prominent teacher.  He believed Jesus was a teacher from God and that the only explanation for 
Jesus’ miracles was that God was with Jesus.  But Nicodemus did not believe in Jesus savingly. 

This story is one of many that the Apostle John could have written down.  But this story about 
Jesus and Nicodemus is included in this Gospel account to show us that the only faith that saves 
is the faith that comes from the new life that God gives.  True, authentic, saving faith only comes 
from Spirit-given new life. 

Nicodemus believed many true things about Jesus, but he didn’t have saving faith because God 
hadn’t given him new life.  In the words of Jesus, Nicodemus wasn’t “born again.”  To be born 
again means that God brings us from spiritual death to spiritual life.  He transforms our hearts, 
minds, and wills such that we are a new creation.  Since saving faith only comes from being born 
again, being born again is necessary to be saved, necessary to receive eternal life, necessary to be 
received into heaven.  If you are not born again and you die, your destiny is hell and the wrath of 
God.  If you are born again, your destiny is heaven and the love of God. 

You could be like Nicodemus and, as a Pharisee, be fastidious in keeping the law and doing good 
and, as a ruler of the Jews, rise to the highest of religious and political ranks, and yet, unless you 
are born again, you will neither see nor enter the kingdom of God. 

In this passage, Jesus states the necessity of being born again three times: 

v. 3: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” 

v. 5: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the 
kingdom of God."  

v. 7: “Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’"  

So Jesus is clear about the necessity of being born again.  And that’s what we focused on last 
week in vv. 1-3.  Now, as we turn our attention to vv. 4-8, we focus on another aspect of being 
born again: the impossibility of being born again by our effort.  In other words, you can’t make 
yourself born again.  God, and God alone, gives the new birth that’s required for salvation.  New 
birth is solely the work of God. 

Theologians have a word for this: monergism.  Monergism is a word made of two parts: Mono 
meaning ‘one.’  Ergism, which comes from the Greek word (ergon) meaning ‘to work.’  So 
monergism means ‘the work of one.’  So theologians say that salvation is monergistic—it is the 



www.tccathens.org 

2 

 

work of one.  Salvation is the work of God alone and not based on cooperation between God and 
man (synergistic).  The new birth is the work God.  Truly, the whole of the Trinity is involved in 
salvation: the Father elects, the Son redeems, and the Spirit regenerates.  Regeneration (or, new 
birth, being born again) is the subject Jesus is teaching here. 

So, once again, in verses 4-8, we learn that being born again is wholly the work of God and we’ll 
see four reasons why that’s true. 

I. BEING BORN AGAIN IS WHOLLY THE WORK OF GOD BECAUSE IT IS 
SPIRITUAL. 

Jesus said to Nicodemus in verse 3: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot 
see the kingdom of God.” 

Nicodemus hears the phrase “born again” and misunderstands Jesus.  Jesus is talking about being 
born again spiritually.  Nicodemus thinks he’s talking about being born physically.  So he 
responds to Jesus (v. 4): “How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time 
into his mother’s womb and be born?”  He heard Jesus’ claim and concluded that what Jesus said 
is impossible.  We are all physically born once. We aren’t born twice.  He thinks what Jesus has 
said is ridiculous.  The Greek hints at ridicule in his question.  Nicodemus is incredulous: “Surely 
he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born!” 

But Jesus wasn’t a poor communicator.  He knows what’s in the heart of a man.  He knows how 
Nicodemus will respond.  Jesus’ statement in verse 3 is designed to elicit Nicodemus’ response 
in verse 4.  Jesus is teaching Nicodemus precisely what he must know about how to enter the 
kingdom of God.  Even as Nicodemus wonders out loud how it’s possible to be born again, he is 
highlighting the truth that Jesus wants him to understand: The thing that we need to enter the 
kingdom of God, we cannot obtain by our own effort.  Only God can make him born again. 

The Apostle John has written of this before.  Look again at 1:12–13:  

"To all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become 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:  Not of blood: heredity plays no role in becoming a child of God.  The 
offspring of two people can only be sinners, not children of God.  You don’t have to be from the 
right race, the right family, or the right genealogy to be a child of God.  Not of the will of the 
flesh: flesh has the idea of humanity; so we don’t become a child of God by our own natural will.  
We don’t simply choose to become a child of God.  It’s not a matter of a will that either freely 
chooses to be a child of God or chooses an alternative.  Not of the will of man: no one else can 
make you a child of God.  Baptism or communion or confirmation or a priest’s blessing doesn’t 
make you a child of God. 

Rather, children of God are born of God.  God gives them the new birth.  Not only is being born 
again required to enter the kingdom of God, it’s also impossible to be born again unless God 
does it.  Man can’t make himself born again.  That’s the point of the word picture Jesus uses.  
Think of this word picture: being born again.  Why does he use birth language? 
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At least one reason is that it perfectly conveys the truth that you have no role in causing your 
birth.  In your physical birth, you had no role in causing that.  You didn’t choose to be physically 
born.  You didn’t exercise your will to be born.  Your parents had you without asking you 
whether you thought it was a good idea or not.  You were created by two others, which also 
means you can take no credit for being born. 

And in the same way, if you would be spiritually reborn, God must do it.  You can’t choose to be 
born again of God.  You can’t exercise your will to be born again of God.  God must do it.  And 
if he does that for you, he gets all the credit.   

And that’s one of the messages that Jesus is trying to get across to Nicodemus.  This man who 
had all the works and all the pedigree and all the heredity and all the will to enter the kingdom of 
God couldn’t enter the kingdom of God.  Because the one thing he needed to enter the kingdom 
God, he couldn’t do.  He couldn’t make himself spiritually reborn. 

Here is the folly of all spiritual self-help.  The help you need doesn’t come from self.  Spiritual 
self-help cannot get you to God.  The only ones who will relate to God savingly in the end are 
those who have been spiritually born by God.  Sure, it would be a miracle if we could do as 
Nicodemus imagined: go back into our mother’s womb as an old person and be physically born 
again.  Yet that’s mainly a physical problem—a physical impossibility.  But, a physical rebirth 
would be a lesser miracle than the greater miracle of being spiritually reborn because in spiritual 
rebirth our whole nature is changed.  Spiritual rebirth, therefore, is sheer impossibility for man to 
do.  So even in Nicodemus’ misunderstanding, Jesus has conveyed the truth of the impossibility 
of man making himself born again. 

So we’ve seen that being born again is wholly the work of God because it is spiritual in nature. 

II. BEING BORN AGAIN IS WHOLLY THE WORK OF GOD BECAUSE IT 
CLEANSES US FROM SIN. 

Jesus responded to Nicodemus’ confusion in v. 5:  

“Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot 
enter the kingdom of God.” 

Jesus here is further explaining to Nicodemus what he means by being born again.  He’s not 
adding another requirement—as if being born again was different than being born of water and 
the Spirit—rather, he’s explaining what he means.  To do that, Jesus uses a word picture that 
Nicodemus should have been familiar with.  As the teacher of the Jews, Nicodemus should have 
known his Scriptures (our Old Testament) well enough to make the connection. 

The picture is being born of water and the Spirit.  We understand that being born of the Spirit 
means being born of God.  But what does Jesus mean by being born of water?  Whatever Jesus is 
referring to, it had to be something Nicodemus would have understood.  Because in v. 10, Jesus 
issues a kind of rebuke to him for not understanding: “Are you the teacher of Israel and yet you 
do not understand these things?”  So Jesus is expecting Nicodemus to understand. 
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This water has nothing to do Christian baptism.  Christian baptism hadn’t yet begun.  This water 
has nothing to do with physical birth and a mother’s water breaking.  He’s not saying: first you 
have be born of amniotic fluid and then you have to be born of the Spirit.  Instead, Jesus is 
reaching back to the Old Testament for imagery familiar to the Jews.  Water was frequently a 
symbol of the spiritual cleansing that we need to stand before God.  Here, Jesus is referring to a 
passage Nicodemus should have known well: 

Ezekiel 36:24-27: “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 uncleanesses, 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 heart 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.” 

So the prophecy foretold a time when God’s people would receive a cleansing from sin and a 
new heart and a new desire to worship God and the Spirit indwelling them.  Israel is still 
awaiting the fulfillment of this promise.  But we who are the true church are already 
experiencing this promise.  So Jesus is saying that you need to be reborn with a spiritual 
cleansing to enter the kingdom of God.  Your heart needs to be clean. 

And this is done by the Spirit:  

Titus 3:5: "he saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his 
own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit,"  

At the moment of salvation, the Holy Spirit washes us clean.  Do we still sin? Yes. But we are 
positionally clean before God because Jesus paid for our sin. 

So regeneration cleanses us from sin and only God can do that. 

III. BEING BORN AGAIN IS WHOLLY THE WORK OF GOD BECAUSE IT 
COMES FROM THE SPIRIT 

Jesus continues on in v. 6: “That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the 
Spirit is spirit."  

Jesus is making a very simple point that we’ve already seen in 1:13.  The only thing flesh can 
give birth to is flesh.  Flesh here means our human nature.  Human nature gives birth to more 
human nature.  If physical rebirth were possible, it would only issue more human nature.  If we 
need to be born of the Spirit to enter heaven, then that birth must come from the Spirit and no 
other.  Man doesn’t evolve from the flesh to the Spirit.  The only way for us to be transformed 
and given a new nature is that the Spirit himself does it. 

Finally. . .  

IV. BEING BORN AGAIN IS WHOLLY THE WORK OF GOD BECAUSE IT IS 
DETERMINED BY GOD’S FREE WILL 

Jesus once again emphasizes the necessity of new birth: 
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v. 7: "Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’” 

Remember from last week that the second ‘you’ in verse 7 is plural—you all must be born again.  
The application isn’t just to Nicodemus, but for us as well.  We must be born again. 

Then he illustrates the Spirit’s work from nature. 

v. 8: “The 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.” 

Jesus has a play on words here.  In both Greek and Hebrew, the words spirit and wind are the 
same words.  The word pneuma.  So he likens the Spirit to the wind.  “The wind blows where it 
wishes.”  You can’t control the wind. It does what it wants.  “You hear its sound, but you do not 
know where it comes from or where it goes.”  You can observe the wind and feel its effects, but 
you can’t tell its course.   The wind operates with a bit of mystery. You can’t really predict it.  
“So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”  That is, the Spirit blows where he wishes.  He gives 
new life to who he wants to give new life to.  He is sovereign in his selection.  The Spirit has free 
will—he chooses who he wants to save and he is influenced by none. 

And there is a bit of mystery to how he operates. You can’t predict who will get saved or when 
someone will get saved.  A person may hear the gospel 50 times and only on the 51st time will he 
be saved.  Another person may hear it for the first time and be saved.  Another person ay heart it 
150 times and never be saved.  There’s no formula to make revivals happen.  There’s no book 
you can read to guarantee salvation.  A church can’t engineer a certain combination of music and 
lighting and pulpit invitations to make salvations happen.  The Spirit alone is sovereign in who 
he saves. 

CONCLUSION 

Summary: So we’ve seen that the only kind of faith that saves is the faith that comes from the 
new life that God gives.  New life is required in order to be saved and enter the kingdom of God.  
New life is also wholly the work of God. 

That leaves just one more piece to be explored.  How does faith come into all of this? What role 
does faith play in our salvation?  We’ll see that in the verses that follow.  But we’ll end with this: 

1 Peter 1:23 says: “you have been born again, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through 
the living and abiding word of God;"  

And two verses later Peter says that the word of God is the gospel.  So the means the Spirit uses 
to cause new birth is the gospel.  The gospel is simply that Jesus Christ came to die as a payment 
for the sins of all who would trust wholly on him for the forgiveness of their sins.  If you trust in 
Christ alone for the forgiveness of your sins and turn from your sin, he will save you.  And if you 
wholly trust in Christ, you can be sure that you have been born again, because the faith that saves 
is the faith that comes from the new life that God gives. 
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