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Essentials of Reformed Doctrine: Lesson 19.1 (“Regeneration” [1])  

I. INTRO AND THE ORDO SALUTIS 
A. The Ordo Salutis is the “order of salvation.”  

1. By it we distinguish the benefits which make up salvation. 
a. The Bible speaks of tenses of salvation: we have been saved; we are being saved; we shall be saved (e.g. 

Rom. 5:9, 13:11). Our sins have been forgiven; we are being made holy; we shall be glorified.  
b. Each of the benefits of salvation is purchased by Jesus Christ and then applied to the church and every 

member of the church. 
c. We neither purchase salvation (Christ did that on the cross) nor do we apply salvation to ourselves (Christ 

does that by the Holy Spirit).  
2. The Ordo Salutis means that Christ by His Spirit applies certain distinct benefits in a distinct logical  

order. This order is not strictly according to time although some benefits are received before others. 
a. Glorification (of body and soul in heaven) logically and temporally occurs last in the “golden chain” of 

salvation. Glorification is the perfection of sanctification.  
b. Regeneration occurs before faith, because faith is the fruit, never the cause, of regeneration. 
c. Justification is distinct from and occurs before sanctification.  

B. Lesson 19 deals with REGENERATION, or as it popularly called, THE NEW BIRTH 
1. Regeneration is first because before regeneration the sinner is dead and cannot receive any of the other 

benefits of salvation. 
2. All spiritual activity of the saved sinner flows out of regeneration; and all spiritual experience of salvation 

flows out of regeneration.  
II.  THE NATURE OF REGENERATION 

A. The Bible describes this work of God using several important metaphors. 
1. The new birth, or a spiritual begetting.  

a. Jesus famously told Nicodemus in John 3 that he “must be born again.” This means that all men, to be 
saved, must receive life from God.  

b. By nature we have physical life, but not spiritual life. By nature we are only flesh. We must be born of the 
Spirit of God (v. 3, 6-8).  See also Romans 8:7-8. 

c. Paul and James speak of the New Birth: Titus 3:5 (“the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy 
Ghost”) and James 1:18 (“of his own will begat he us …” [lit “he brought us forth out of the womb”]).  

2. A spiritual resurrection (a bringing to life again from the dead). 
a. Ezekiel the prophet speaks most about this truth. God, by His Spirit, breathes new life into the dead.  
b. In Ezekiel 16:6 God breathes life into a dead child (“I said unto thee, when thou wast in thy blood, Live”).  
c. In Ezekiel 37:5 God says to a valley of dry bones, “Behold I will cause breath to enter into you, and ye 

shall live.”  So, regeneration is the breathing of new life into the spiritually dead sinner so that he lives.  
3. A spiritual heart-transplant. 

a. Again, Ezekiel speaks about this reality: “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. 
And I will put my spirit within you and cause you to walk in my statutes …” (36:26-27). 

b. By nature (because of our fall into sin) we have hearts as hard as rocks, opposed to God, filled with hatred 
to God, and in regeneration God takes away that hardness of heart, and gives us a soft, responsive heart of 
flesh. 

c. Jeremiah speaks this way about it: “I will put my law in their inward parts and write it in their hearts and 
will be their God and they shall be my people” (31:33).  

4. Circumcision of the heart. 
a. Circumcision was the sign of the covenant in the Old Testament, the sign that God was Israel’s God and 

Israel were God’s people in their generations. Part of the male member was cut off in the physical act of 
circumcision. This taught the people that they were spiritually unclean and that God was cutting off their 
sinful flesh. Colossians 2:11 speaks of “the putting off the body of the sins of the flesh.”  
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b. But physical circumcision does not do anything. Paul writes, “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision 
availeth anything nor uncircumcision but a new creature” (Gal. 6:15). 

c. The reality behind physical circumcision is spiritual circumcision or circumcision of the heart promised in 
Deut. 30:6 (“And the Lord thy God will circumcise thine heart and the heart of thy seed to love the Lord 
thy God with all thine heart and with all thine soul that thou mayest live”). See Rom 2:28-29; Phil. 3:3. 

5. A new creature  
a. The new birth is as much a work of almighty power as was the creation of all things by God from nothing 

in the beginning.  
b. “Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away, behold all things are 

become new” (II Cor. 5:17); “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” (II Cor. 4:6). 
“For we are His [God’s] workmanship [handiwork] created in Christ Jesus unto good works which God 
hath ordained that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10).   

B. [Regeneration in the broader and the narrower sense]. When we speak of “regeneration” we usually mean 
regeneration in the narrower sense. But it is also possible to speak of regeneration in the broader sense. 
Then it means something very similar to conversion. We should not confuse regeneration and conversion.  
1. Regeneration (in the narrower sense) is the first work of God. God imparts, implants or breathes into 

the sinner new life. 
a. Regeneration happens once. The book of 1st John calls it the planting of a seed (I John 3:9). 
b. Regeneration is instantaneous. One moment a person is spiritually dead, the next he is born again. 
c. Regeneration is subconscious and the sinner is passive. A person does not feel or experience the new birth 

when it is happening. It is like the mysterious blowing of the wind. We cannot see it coming or going but 
we know its effects. 

d. And in that sense regeneration occurs before faith. First we are born again; then, out of that, we believe. 
2. Conversion (or “regeneration in the wider sense”) is a subsequent work of God. Conversion is a 

spiritual turning. Conversion consists of repentance and faith.  
a. Conversion happens more than once. In fact, it happens daily as God turns us from sin toward Himself 

and as we turn from sin toward Him. If regeneration is the initial planting of a seed, conversion is the 
development and growth of that seed.  

b. Conversion is a gradual process. We are constantly being converted.  
c. In conversion we are active and conscious. We actively and consciously hate our sins and turn from them; 

we actively and consciously love God and serve Him. He works in us so that we do this (Phil. 2:12-13).  
d. In that sense regeneration in the broader sense happens after faith. That is how the word “regeneration” is 

used in BC 24, “We believe that this true faith being wrought in man by the hearing of the Word of God 
and the operation of the Holy Ghost doth regenerate and make him a new man, causing him to live a new 
life and freeing him from the bondage of sin.” Calvin uses regeneration the same way in his Institutes.  

C. What are the effects of regeneration? It is important to understand what regeneration does and does not 
do so that we are not confused. If we expect too much too quickly, we will doubt our own regeneration. 
1. [What does regeneration not do].  

a. Regeneration does not change our nature or our personality. Many of our character traits will be 
unaffected by the miracle of regeneration. It is a spiritual change.  

b. Regeneration does not remove or even improve our sinful nature. Within us there is a sinful nature called 
“the old man” or the “flesh.” When we are regenerated, the flesh is not regenerated. The flesh remains, as 
potent, as sinful, as wicked, as opposed to God as ever.  

c. Regeneration does not bring about sinless perfection in this life. The child of God still sins.  
2. [What regeneration does do]. Regeneration brings a change in principle, plants a seed in the heart. 

a. In regeneration God plants a principle of life in the heart of a sinner. This produces bitter, lifelong 
struggle between the old man (the sinful nature, the flesh) and the new man (the seed of new life in 
Christ). In the unregenerate there is no struggle. This struggle is a sign of life, Gal. 5:17, Rom. 7:18-25).  

b. Regeneration opens the blinded eyes, unstops deaf ears, renews the will, enlightens the mind, changes the 
affections. The infallible signs of regeneration are 1) sorrow for sin, 2) love for God, 3) faith in Christ.  


