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THE MERCIES OF GOD: Regeneration 
 

 

“Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away;  

behold, new things have come.” — 2 Corinthians 5:17 
 

 

Introduction 
 

Even in a culture increasingly hostile to Christianity, the label “born again Christian” remains popular. According 

to a 2017 LifeWay Research poll, 29% of Americans self-identify as “born again.” At the same time, less than half 

of those who identify as “born again” strongly agree with core evangelical beliefs. Naturally, everything rests on 

how the phrase “born again” is defined. 
 

For the most part, the label is used in the broader culture—and even by many in the church—to refer to something 

quite human in nature. “Born again” for many simply refers to one who has made some kind of “personal 

commitment” to Jesus Christ that has impacted his or her life in some way. Consequently, it is a definition bereft of 

any recognition of the sinner’s spiritual helplessness and God’s sovereign and unconditional intervention. It is quite 

at odds with what the Bible teaches about the regeneration.  
 

According to Scripture, God’s work of regeneration is His response to the reality of total depravity. The two 

doctrines stand face-to-face. Total depravity describes the state of the sinner as thoroughly tarnished by sin and 

completely incapable of pleasing God in thoughts, attitudes, affections, or deeds. He is at enmity with God, and 

according to the court of purest justice, he is only worthy of eternal wrath (Jer 17:9; Eph 2:1-3; Rom 3:9-18). In 

himself, the sinner is not savable.  
 

 

“Total depravity emphasizes the devastating impact of sin on the person and covers three related 

concepts: (1) the pollution and corruption of all aspects of a person; (2) the complete inability of a 

person to please God; and (3) universality, in that all are conceived and born as sinners.”  
 

—MacArthur & Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 467 
 

 

But opposite total depravity stands regeneration. Whereas total depravity is synonymous with deadness, 

regeneration is synonymous with life. Whereas total depravity describes man’s inability, regeneration describes 

God’s ability. Whereas man is wholly responsible for his depraved nature, God is wholly responsible for 

regeneration. Whereas total depravity stands for that which is natural, regeneration refers to the supernatural. All 

that total depravity ruined, regeneration transforms. 
 

In essence, the doctrine of regeneration answers this question: “How can a person who is dead in trespasses and 

sins, whose mind is enmity against God, and who cannot do that which is well-pleasing to God answer a call to the 

fellowship of Christ?” (Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 99). Answer: God gives him life. 

 

A. Key Terms and Definitions 

 

1. Regeneration. MacArthur and Mayhue define the term as follows: “At the most fundamental level, regeneration 

is the divine impartation of eternal spiritual life into the spiritually dead sinner” 

(Biblical Doctrine, 580). Stated in a little more detail, they write, “Regeneration is 

the sovereign act of God, by the Holy Spirit and through the preached gospel, 

whereby he instantaneously imparts spiritual life to a sinner, bringing him out 

of spiritual death and into spiritual life” (Biblical Doctrine, 585). John Murray 

adds even more detail when he writes:  
 

A change which is radical and all-pervasive, a change which cannot be explained in terms of any combination, 

permutation, or accumulation of human resources, a change which is nothing less than a new creation by him who 

calls the things that be not as though they were, who spoke and it was done, who commanded and it stood fast. This, 

in a word, is regeneration.” (Murray, Redemption Accomplished & Applied, 100) 
 

Key idea:  

The divine impartation 

of spiritual life into a 

dead sinner. 
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The specific term “regeneration” occurs only twice in the Bible—Matthew 19:28 and Titus 3:5—and only 

once (Titus 3:5) is it used in relation to the salvation of a sinner (Matt 19:28 refers to the miraculous renewal or 

“rebirthing” of creation to occur at the beginning of the future Millennial Kingdom). But many synonyms for 

the concept are found in both the Old and New Testaments. The most notable ones include: 
 

▪ “circumcision of the heart” (Deut 30:6) 

▪ “write the law on the heart” (Jer 31:33) 

▪ “giving a new heart/heart of flesh” (Ezek 11:19; 36:26) 

▪ “born from above/again” (John 3:3, 7) 

▪ “born of water and the Spirit” (John 3:5) 

▪ “born again” (1 Pet 1:3, 23) 

▪ “born of God” (1 John 1:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18) 

▪ “make alive/give life” (Eph 2:5; Col 2:13; 2 Cor 3:6) 

▪ “new creation” (2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15) 
 

2. Monergism. The term comes from two Greek words, μόνος (monos, “being the only 

entity”) + ἔργον (ergon, “deed, action”) = “an action done by one person” or “a 

unilateral action.” Used in a theological sense, MacArthur and Mayhue define 

monergism as “the view that regeneration is accomplished exclusively by the 

working of God” (Biblical Doctrine, 933). This view will be developed below. 
 

The opposite of monergism is synergism. The term “synergism” also comes from two Greek words: σύν (syn, 

“together with”) + ἔργον (ergon, “deed, action”) = “a work produced in cooperation.” Applied to the doctrine of 

salvation, MacArthur and Mayhue define it as follows: “The idea that the human works together with God in 

certain aspects of salvation—especially regeneration, which is said to be a cooperative effort of divine aid 

and human faith” (Biblical Doctrine, 938).  
 

The two terms represent two fundamentally different theological perspectives regarding salvation in general and 

the doctrine of regeneration in particular. For monergists, regeneration is an act accomplished exclusively by 

God without any cooperation or contribution of man. God accomplishes regeneration according to his eternal 

purpose, sovereign power, mercy, and good pleasure—nothing else.  
 

On the other hand, regeneration for synergists is an act accomplished by God in cooperation with man. The 

question then arises, “What is man’s contribution?” For some synergists (Arminians), the contribution is the 

first step of faith taken by man towards God—a step taken according to man’s own free will. For others, the 

contribution is the accomplishment of something more concrete—such as a religious ritual like baptism.  
 

NOTE: The phrase “baptismal regeneration” is often used to describe those who believe that performing this 

rite results in regeneration. Some even point to Jesus’ words in John 3:5 to justify their position: “Truly, truly, I 

say to you, unless one is born of water [i.e. “water baptism”] and the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of 

God.” This, however, ignores the context of Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus, a Pharisee steeped in the Old 

Testament. Jesus’ words to Nicodemus in John 3:5 refer specifically to the prophecy of Ezekiel:  

 

JOHN 3:5 AND EZEKIEL 36:25-26 

“born of water” 

(spiritual cleansing) 

“Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you 

from all your filthiness and from all your idols.” (36:25) 

“born of the Spirit”  

(giving of life) 

“Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will 

remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.” (36:26) 

 

B. Essential Characteristics 
 

1. Regeneration is a sovereign and unconditional act of God. The dominant usage of the analogy of birth 

strongly emphasizes God’s sovereignty and the sinner’s inability in the act of regeneration. No one “conceives” 

himself, “gestates” himself, or has any control over the circumstances of his birth. It just happens to him. 

Key idea:  

A work of salvation 

accomplished 

exclusively by God. 
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• John 1:12-13 

• John 3:1-8. In His conversation with Nicodemus, Jesus uses the passive verb, “to be born,” six times. 

• 1 Peter 1:3. The “causation” of the second birth is identified not as “man’s faith” or as “God’s justice” (as if 

new life was due to man as a just response from God). Rather, it is identified solely as “His great mercy.” 
 

The analogy of birth unequivocally supports the concept of monergism. As Murray states,  
 

We were not begotten by our father because we decided to be. And we were not born of our mother because we 

decided to be. We were simply begotten and we were born. We did not decide to be born. This is the simple but too 

frequently overlooked truth which our Lord here teaches us.” (Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 103) 
 

2. Regeneration is a mysterious ministry of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is identified in numerous texts as 

the special agent of regeneration. Moreover, to describe the mysterious nature of the Spirit’s operations, Jesus 

uses the analogy of wind. Wind cannot be manipulated, forced, or imitated. We observe the effects of wind, but 

not wind itself. This is how the Spirit works in bringing about regeneration in a sinner. 
 

• John 3:5-6, 8 
 

3. Regeneration is accomplished through unification with Jesus Christ. The new life that a sinner receives 

through regeneration is a life that finds its source in Jesus Christ. For the regenerate, Jesus is their “life.” 
 

• Ephesians 2:5; Colossians 2:13; 1 Corinthians 15:22 – all who were united to Adam “died” in Adam; all 

who are united to Christ “will be made alive” in Christ. 

• John 1:4; 5:26; 6:35, 48, 51; 11:25-26; 1 John 5:11 
 

4. Regeneration occurs in conjunction with the ministry of the Word of God. The Spirit operates with and 

through the Word of God, but not apart from it. Regeneration does not occur there where the word of God is not 

heard or read. The sinner can be likened to a man born totally blind. The Word of God is the light which shines 

all around him, but which he cannot see, understand, or appreciate. The Holy Spirit is the surgeon who operates 

using light to give sight to the eyes. 
 

• James 1:18; 1 Peter 1:23 
 

5. Regeneration radically and instantaneously transforms the core of our being.  
 

• John 3:6; 2 Corinthians 5:17; Galatians 6:15 
 

(a) It is neither an addition to nor a subtraction from man’s existence. It is a transformation of his condition. It 

does not add a “second” nature to an existing one. Rather, it replaces the “old/first/natural” nature (the heart 

of stone) with a “new/spiritual” nature. See John 3:6; 1 Corinthians 2:14-16. 

(b) It transformed the condition of the entire person. Whatever areas were impacted by sin (total depravity) are 

transformed by regeneration. As Sinclair Ferguson states, “Regeneration is . . . as all-pervasive as depravity. 

. . . While the regenerate individual is not yet as holy as he or she might be, there is no part of life which 

remains uninfluenced by this renewing and cleansing work” (Sinclair Ferguson, The Holy Spirit, 122-23). 

 
 

“Regeneration consists in a radical change of heart, for there is implanted a new disposition as the 

foundation of all holy exercises; the mind being renovated, the affections elevated, and the will 

emancipated from the bondage of sin.” —A. W. Pink 
 

 

6. Regeneration causes faith and repentance. It is important to distinguish between chronology and causation. 

From the standpoint of chronology, regeneration and conversion (faith and repentance) occur simultaneously. 

According to chronology, they are indistinguishable. But from the standpoint of causation, regeneration is the 

cause, conversion is the effect. (Both monergism and synergism have a position on the issue of causation. The 

difference is what each position states as the cause: monergism—regeneration; synergism—conversion.) 
 

• John 1:12-13; 1 John 5:1 
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The regenerate person does not feel regeneration take place. It occurs at the core of his being, below the level of 

consciousness. But regeneration is a cause—a cause of something else that is inevitably felt, namely, conversion. 

As John MacArthur states, “There can be no repentance or faith until the heart has been re-created. But in the 

moment of regeneration, the Holy Spirit imparts the gift of repentant faith to sinners—bringing them to saving 

faith in Christ and enabling them to turn away from sin. The result is a dramatic conversion” (Strange Fire, 188). 
 

7. Regeneration liberates from sin and generates righteousness. Regeneration causes more than a one-time 

conversion experience. It is so transformative that it produces a life of ongoing effects as the change which 

occurred at the core of one’s being permeates all areas of life. It enables the believer to do exactly that which he 

could not do in his state of total depravity—to accomplish good works pleasing to God. 
 

• 1 John 2:29; 3:9; 4:7; Ephesians 2:10 
 

 

“Regeneration is the beginning of all saving grace in us, and all saving grace in exercise on our part 

proceeds from the fountain of regeneration.” —Murray, Redemption Accomplish and Applied, 107 
 

 

8. Regeneration guarantees a victorious outcome. The new life God gives never dies. There is never a possibility 

that it might need a third, fourth, or fifth rebirth. It is efficacious and eternal. 
 

• John 11:25-26; 1 John 5:4, 18 
 

D. Practical Implications 
 

1. Regeneration is a miracle! 
 

2. Regeneration is recognized by its fruits. 
 

3. Regeneration—not decisions—is the ultimate goal and prayer of evangelism.  
 

4. Regeneration means God gets all the glory.  
 

For Further Reflection 
 

Scripture Memory: 2 Corinthians 5:17 
 

Recommended Reading:   

• John MacArthur and Richard Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, pages 576-589. 

• John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, pages 99-110. 

John Piper, Finally Alive: What Happens When We Are Born Again (this book is available free on the 

internet: https://www.desiringgod.org/books/finally-alive 
 

Homework: 

• Over the next week, ask several people to define what it means to be “born again.” What is common or 

unique about their definitions?  

• The assurance of salvation is the confidence that one has been “born of God.” But if regeneration is not an 

experience that is felt, how can one be confident it has taken place? Do you have this confidence? 

• How does a biblical understanding of regeneration impact your approach to evangelism? What could 

happen to evangelism if you did not understand regeneration correctly? 

• What is the difference between monergism and synergism? Why is it fair to say that monergism ensures that 

all the glory goes to God for the work of regeneration? 

• Since regeneration is based upon the life of Christ, what does that say about the Christian’s ability to fight 

sin and produce righteousness? 

• If you are indeed “born of God,” spend time marveling at the miracle that occurred in your life.  
 

Hymns: “O Great God” (Hymns of Grace #35); “O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing” (Hymns of Grace #350)  

This Week’s Audio: gracechurch.org/motw                       Next Meeting: November 20 – “Conversion” 

https://www.desiringgod.org/books/finally-alive
https://www.desiringgod.org/books/finally-alive

