What It Means to be Human #6

“The Promise of Salvation”

selected Scriptures
Renovation television shows have been big hits for many years now. The first one I remember Tammy getting me to watch was “Trading Spaces,” where two couples would redo a room in each other’s house with the help of a designer and carpenter. (By the way, “Trading Spaces” is rumored to be coming back in the spring.) Now there is an entire channel—HGTV—that is practically devoted to this, with such shows as “Property Brothers,” “Love It or List It,” “Flip or Flop,” and, our personal favorite, “Fixer Upper.” Sometimes the “fixes” on these houses are simple and cosmetic—new paint or flooring or windows—while other times the house is in for a major renovation.

As we continue our study of “What It Means to be Human,” we have spent a few weeks on the problem of sin. We have seen how sin entered the world and how the nasty corruption of sin has crept into every area of every life. We illustrated this by imagining man as a three-story building, with spirit as the top floor, soul as the middle, and body as the ground floor. Sin drops like a bomb and hits the roof, exploding on impact. The top floor—the spirit—is obliterated, while the bottom two floors—the soul and body—are still standing but definitely damaged and weakened. That is the impact of sin.

The good news is that God is in the renovation business, and I don’t mean fixing up old houses. The promise of salvation is a complete overhaul of the human being, from the top down. As we will see this morning, God first goes to work reviving the spirit, than restoring the soul, and finally resurrecting the body, ultimately bringing us back to what He originally designed for humans to be. (Talk about “Divine Design”!)

Reviving the Spirit

The first step in this renovation process is reviving the spirit. Sin brought death to humanity, and this separation from God was first felt in the spirit of man. Adam and Eve were still alive physically and psychologically after the Fall, but spiritually they were “dead in trespasses and sins.” This is the human condition without God.

The good news is found in the words of Jesus in John 3:3-8,

Jesus declared, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” 

“How can a man be born when he is old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb to be born!”

Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’ The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.” 

The expression “born again” has unfortunately become so overused that it has lost much of its meaning. It’s even become something of a joke in our culture. But in the Greek language in which John wrote this story, the words are charged with multiple layers of meaning, all of which reveal a simple yet profound truth. It’s an expression that invites us, as it did Nicodemus, to look deeper.

This new birth, He explained, is a birth anothen, an adverb which could equally well mean ‘from the beginning, again, anew’ or ‘from above’ (like the Temple veil which was torn in half ‘from top’ to bottom in Mark 15:38). Probably Jesus deliberately chose a word with two meanings, as several commentators have suggested, because the new birth is both a second birth and a divine birth, both a fresh beginning and a miracle of God. To be “born anew” is to be “born of the Spirit.” So the new birth is a profound inward change, the implantation by God of a new life.

Nicodemus couldn’t comprehend what Jesus was saying. “Born again?” he asked. “What, am I supposed to return to my mother’s womb to be born a second time?” Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” Many scholars disagree over what Jesus meant be “born of water and the Spirit.” I believe the interpretation that best fits the context is to be “born of water” is to be born physically (the first birth) while to be born of the Spirit is to be “born again.”

In theological circles this is referred to as the doctrine of regeneration. While the term, regeneration, occurs only twice in the New Testament, its fundamental meaning is conveyed through numerous words expressing the thought of the reception of new life. The Greek word for regeneration—paliggensiva—literally means “born-again.” It expresses the concept of being made alive again or the implantation of new life in the sinner by the transforming work of the Holy Spirit.
 Paul writes in Titus 3:4-7,

But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.

When He does this, the Spirit takes up residence within us. Romans 8:9-11 states,

You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ. But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness. And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you. 

Twice in the first letter to the Corinthians Paul writes, “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you?” (1 Cor. 3:16) and “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God?” (1 Cor. 6:19) 

The Holy Spirit revives our dead spirit by moving in, taking up residence within us, and reestablishing our connection with God that had been severed by sin. Only when the Spirit revives us can we speak of being alive in spirit. This is known as justification.

This must happen first, for everything that follows occurs only after the Holy Spirit has taken residence within us. We must not think that the Christian life begins with God erasing our past sins, giving us a new beginning so that we can try harder the second time! In fact, as we read in 2 Peter 1:3-4,

His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. 

Notice the first words: “His divine power (through the Holy Spirit living in us) has given us everything we need for life and godliness”! There is no lack of power for the Christian! We have everything we need for life and godliness at our disposal!

Now, it is true that Peter goes on in verses 5-7,

For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love. 

Here we are told to “make every effort to add to your faith…” We are not passive in this process, just sitting back “waiting on God.” While everything depends on the wisdom and power of God, we are required to do our part, which can be summarized in the title of the old hymn, “Trust and Obey.”

Restoring the Soul

The second step in the renovation process is that God begins restoring the soul. We are familiar with Psalm 23:2, “He restores my soul.” While reviving the spirit is an instantaneous action done by the Holy Spirit upon a person’s conversion to Christ, this restoration of the soul is a gradual process that will continue throughout our life on earth. (We will consider each of these changes in greater detail over the next few weeks.)

The Spirit goes to work reprogramming the mind. We read in Romans 12:2, 

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

Earlier in the same book Paul writes in Romans 8:6-7, “The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace.” Then in 1 Corinthians 2:16 he adds, “For who has known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct him? But we have the mind of Christ.” The Spirit first goes to work on the mind, what we know.

Then He turns His attention to rejuvenating the will, or the ability to choose. We read in Philippians 2:12-13,
Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. 

Paul reminds them that it is possible for them to work out their salvation because it is God who works in them both to will and to do for His good pleasure. This means that it is God who puts within us the wish or desire to do His will in the first place. Then He also works in us the power to carry out the desire. Here again we have the wonderful merging of the divine and human. In a sense, we are called on to work out our salvation. In another sense, it is only God who can enable us to do it. We must do our part, and God will do His.
 

Then God focuses on repairing the heart, what we feel. Three times in the Old Testament the Lord promises a holy heart transplant, if you will. Jeremiah 24:7 states, “I will give them a heart to know me, that I am the Lord. They will be my people, and I will be their God, for they will return to me with all their heart.” 

This is echoed in Ezekiel 11:19-20, “I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them; I will remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh,” and in Ezekiel 36:26-27, “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.”

As mentioned earlier, these are gradual changes that take place throughout our Christian lives. This is really what spiritual growth is all about. The Greek word in Romans 12:2 rendered “transformed” is the word from which we get “metamorphosis.” It means to change from the inside out, like the transformation of a caterpillar to a butterfly. This takes time, and it takes effort and cooperation on our part, though all of the change is the work of the Holy Spirit. This is known as sanctification. This is a present reality, while our justification is a past event and glorification is a future promise.

Resurrecting the Body

Finally comes resurrecting the body, the ultimate makeover. Jesus said in John 5:28-29, “a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.” Note that this applies to everyone, not just Christians. The Bible teaches that everyone will live forever; the only difference is where.

Paul writes of the resurrection of the righteous in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17, one of the earliest New Testament writings,

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. 

He adds in 1 Corinthians 15:50-54,

I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.”
When we put these texts alongside the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 24, several similarities appear: Jesus Himself will come in the clouds; there will be the sounding of a trumpet (called the “last trumpet” in 1 Corinthians); the shout of an archangel; and all those who have trusted in Christ will be raised. Clearly no one knows when this will happen—Jesus said in Mark 13:32, “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father”—but I believe we see all of these similar elements come together in Revelation 14:14-16, in conjunction with the seventh (hence “last”) trumpet, just before the bowls of God’s wrath are to be poured out:

I looked, and there before me was a white cloud, and seated on the cloud was one “like a son of man” with a crown of gold on his head and a sharp sickle in his hand. Then another angel came out of the temple and called in a loud voice to him who was sitting on the cloud, “Take your sickle and reap, because the time to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is ripe.” So he who was seated on the cloud swung his sickle over the earth, and the earth was harvested. 

I realize that not everyone may agree with this interpretation, and that’s okay. The truth is, at some point Jesus is coming back, and everyone who trusted in Him who has died will be raised from the dead and given new, glorified bodies, and those believers who are alive at that time will be instantly changed and given glorified bodies as well.

This is known as glorification.

And with this the renovation process is complete. Mankind is restored to its original divine design—spirit, soul, and body—perfectly reflecting the image of God, in perfect fellowship with God and others.

I ask you this morning, have you begun that journey with justification—reviving the spirit? Unless this takes place, nothing else I have talked about today will follow. We must begin by coming to Jesus and allowing His death on the cross to pay the price for our sin. Only then will the Holy Spirit come in and begin His restorative work.

Christian, are you seeing the process of sanctification at work in your life? I’m not asking if you’re perfect—we never will be this side of Heaven—but are you allowing the Holy Spirit to work in your life, producing His fruit (love, joy, peace, patience, self-control) and developing His gifts to be used in the local church family? Can you see a difference in your life from before you came to Christ?

Over the next few weeks we will examine these specific ways the Holy Spirit works in our lives to restore the soul. The most important step we must take is to allow Him in and permit Him to work. 

And, I guarantee, you will like the renovation He does!
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