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Being born again and the existence of the flesh and the Spirit

There are many things that people associate with the term “born again”.  Here, Jesus teaches us that it’s the spiritual version of a natural birth.  The flesh and Spirit give birth to fleshly and spiritual things respectively.

Some thoughts:

John 3:5-7  The passage indicates that being born again (of water and the spirit) is necessary for entering the kingdom (v.5).  We were not alive to God because of the sinful patterns of our lives, but the giving of the Holy Spirit gives us a new sort of birth.  This birth is a spiritual one and is different from our physical birth.  Verse 6 says that verbatim: “Flesh gives birth to flesh, but Spirit gives birth to Spirit.”  This goes beyond just the necessity to be born again for spiritual life to happen, but gives a principal that is continually acted out in our lives as Christians (see Romans 7).  In Verse 7, Jesus says that we shouldn’t be surprised at this; it’s just the way things happen.  You reap what you sow.  Sow flesh, reap flesh.  Sow spirit, reap spirit.  In reality, the Holy Spirit is the one who enables any kind of spiritual growth.  Our spirit cooperates with the Spirit to produce fruit.  Our fleshly efforts, no matter how well intentioned only produce fleshly results apart from the spirit.

Romans 7:14-25  This is a classic passage dealing with this conflict.  Paul says that the flesh and the spirit continually are at odds with each other so that he himself has conflicting motivations and actions.  The new birth of the spirit by the Holy Spirit doesn’t mean instantaneous perfection.  It means the power to live a spiritual life.  Our natural tendency is to live a life by the flesh—this is how we lived before we came to be saved (I Corinthians 2).  Now, our experience is that we have Spirit birthed desires, but we sometimes do the things that we don’t want to do.

Our spiritual lives must be marked by a continuing filling of the Holy Spirit so that our own spirit can have opportunity to flourish.

Some questions: What does it mean that we were dead?  How is it that God brings us to 

life through Jesus Christ?  What does that mean, to be alive to God?  What does it mean to be born again?  How does that continue throughout our lives?

Other references: Ephesians 2;10, I Corinthians 2:12-16

Jesus’ ministry of salvation (not condemnation) 

We often have a difficult time distinguishing between conviction and condemnation.  This is largely because we don’t understand how God responds to our sin.  The truth is that God wants us despite our sin.  He saves us from a lot of things, and in our case here, he saves us from judgment and condemnation.

Some thoughts:


John 3:17-21 The existence of our flesh means that we will continually fight a battle against sin that is naturally a part of us.  This presents us with a very difficult situation.  Given the existence of sin in our lives, how do we live before a God who hates sin and doesn’t have any in himself?  The message of the gospel gives us a lot of hope here.  In John 3, Jesus said that he wasn’t sent into the world so that he could judge it.  Instead, he was sent to save the world.  In fact, Luke 19 says that he actually seeks out the lost in order to save them.    What we could not accomplish by our flesh (the good of Romans 7), God accomplished by making us alive in Christ (Ephesians 2) and free from the law of sin and death (Romans 8).  This means that his desire is to save us, even after we begin to follow him.

So, our main concern is how Jesus responds to our sin after we are in him.  The scriptures are clear that he is full of mercy and compassion, that he is slow to anger, and that he is quick to extend forgiveness.  He leads us to repent by expressing kindness to us (Romans 2).  He removes our transgressions from us as far as east to west (Psalm 103).  He is faithful to forgive as we confess (I John 1).  So, given a God who wants to forgive and is so kind that it is his kindness that encourages us to turn away from sin, how do we deal with feelings of condemnation?

Romans 8:1-4 Since there is no condemnation in Christ, the condemnation that we feel is from the Enemy or from our own flesh.  The devil prowls around like a lion wanting to devour someone, and is continually making accusations of sin.  How can we fight these accusations?  It certainly begins with trusting the true things that the scriptures say: that there is no condemnation in Christ Jesus, that we are free from a law of sin and death.  I Timothy 1:19 is one place in the scriptures (among others) that talks about having a clean conscience.  This is another way that we can combat feelings of condemnation.  If there is little sin in our lives to condemn, it is easy to recognize and renounce the accusations.  It is when we are practicing sin that we are more available to be condemned.  

Our goal, then, is to understand the truth of our place in Christ as well as strive against sin within ourselves so that we can maintain a pure conscience.

Some questions:  How does God respond to our sin?  What about our feelings of 

condemnation?  Conviction and condemnation, how do you tell the difference?  What has he saved us from?  What does it mean to be saved?  What are the things that are hard for me to believe about God’s response to my sin?

Other references:  John 3.17, Luke 19.10

The Father’s love

God is love and his primary expression to us is love.  As his children, we can walk confidently in the knowledge that we are loved and accepted by our Father.  Sometimes this is difficult for us to understand.  The scriptures say that this same love must be an expression of our own hearts.  This is the profound truth: that if we love each other the love of the Father will be perfected in us (I John 4:12).

Some thoughts:

John 3.16  This classic passage assures us that God’s heart toward all of his creation is love.  He loves what he made.  Not only this, but he has always wanted humanity to experience his love toward them.  The sad reality is that many don’t experience the love of the Father, and miss one of the foundations to their existence in the world.  

I John 4:7-21  This passage is loaded with true sayings about God’s love for us.  We know that God loves us because he sent Jesus (verse 9).  We know that God is love in his core nature (verse 16).  We know that we can have confidence that we will pass through God’s judgments because of his love for us (verse 17).  We know that the reason that we love God is that he first loved us (verse 19).  

Romans 8.38-39  It is vital that we know that there is nothing that can separate us from God’s love.  This Romans 8 passage affirms this with a list of possible things that could separate us and then affirms that none of them have the power to do so. Luke 15:20 is a graphic picture of God’s constant love.  In the prodigal son story, it is the father who is looking for his son and runs to him, embraces him, and accepts him—even with the filth of sin.  

For our part, there are many things within ourselves that can hinder us from receiving the love of God: distorted images of God (Romans 1:16-23,esp. vv.22,23), fear (I Jn. 4:18), condemnation (Rom. 8:1),ungodly sorrow, (II Cor. 7:8-11) unbelief (Romans 1:16-23), lies (John 8:44), pride (Pr. 3:34, Ja. 4:6), not expressing love ourselves (I Jn 3:16-17), love of the world (I Jn. 2:15-17), bad past experiences with love.  We can overcome these hindrances by knowing the truth of God’s unconditional love toward us, especially in seeing God’s love expressed through Christ’s death on the cross.

I John 4:12  Here is a truth of scripture that is often overlooked.  One of the ways of experiencing the love of the Father is to express love to each other.  When we love we open ourselves to love.  Simple, but extremely deep.  Wherever we are emotionally or spiritually, showing love ourselves moves us closer to a God who is perfect in love.

Some questions:  What does it mean that God is love?  How do we experience his love 

and what keeps us from it?  Does love really have power to transform a life?  How can we experience more of God’s love?

Other references: John 3.16, I John, Romans 8.38-39, Romans 5.5

Light and darkness in the kingdom—

The metaphor of light and darkness abounds in the scriptures.  Sometimes they indicate the contrast of the kingdom of light (the Kingdom of God) and the kingdom of darkness (the kingdom of the world and the Enemy).  Other times, they indicate righteousness (light) and sin (darkness).  They can also illustrate the difference between things that are in secret (dark) and things that are available to public knowledge (light).  These metaphors find their common ground in the coming of Jesus, the light of the world.  There are many teaching about this in the scriptures; here are a few key thoughts.

Some thoughts:

John 1:1-5. 3:16-21  The first part of John’s gospel shows us that Jesus came into the world and offered life that was the “light of men”.  John 3 reaffirms this by claiming that Jesus came into the world as the light.  The key teaching of this part of John 3 rests on the statement, “the light has come into the world, and men loved the darkness rather than the light.”  Several principles are at play here:  the light is the light of righteousness, which exposes the darkness of sin, humanity would rather stay in the darkness of sin rather than have their deeds exposed by the light.  This is true of unbelievers, and it is true of us.

I John 1:5-10  This continues the truth of the gospel.  God is light and has no darkness.  We are liars, though, if we claim to have no darkness.  There is a way to walk in the light even though we have darkness in us; if we expose the darkness to the light then we walk in the light.  Confession is not popular in today’s world—it is often considered an invasion of privacy.  Yet, the scriptures tell us that there is power in confession.  Namely, that it frees us from the power of sin.  Confession leads to forgiveness, cleansing, and restoration.  There is freedom there.  Secret sins left in darkness have the potential to turn the light that we have into darkness.

Luke 11:34-36  This is a challenging passage to the believer, especially this line, “watch out that the light in you may not be darkness.”  The scriptures are realistic; they know that the reality of life is that darkness sometimes invades the light, even as light comes against the darkness.  This passage speaks to this reality.  Though we have the potential to live a life “full of light, with no dark part in it”, we also have potential for the light in our life to become darkened.  The exhortation, then, is to be careful with the ways that we interact with the world (especially how our eyes interact) so that we can continue to be filled with light.  Our eyes see things that tempt us to lust, greed, envy, and the like.  How we see things with our eyes, then, will indicate how we deal with these temptations.

Some questions:  How is my life full of light?  What are the ways that darkness invades 

the light of my life?  What keeps me from confession?  Am I motivated to walk in the light?  What are the ways that I interact with the world that put me in danger of having my light turned to darkness?  How am I displaying the light in my daily living?

Purity and holiness—why is sin such a big deal?

Even though we confess God as a holy God, our lives often betray our deeper feelings: that sin isn’t that big a deal, that we can have it both ways, that we’ll straighten out later.  The truth is that sin is a big deal to God, and it should be something that we take seriously as well.

I John 3:3  The scriptures have numerous passages that say, in one way or the other, that God is a holy God.  He is pure, he has no spot or blemish.  The way of God is the way of holiness.  Our problem is not that we don’t see God is holy.  Our struggle is that his holiness often doesn’t motivate us to be holy.  We find ourselves resting in the righteousness of Christ and flirting with sin.  This passage in I John 3:3 gives a precedent for the Christian life:  that those who look to God with hope purify themselves because God is pure. 

I Thessalonians 4:1-7 This passage lays it all out on the table for us.  God’s will is our sanctification.  To walk that path, we must “know how to possess our own bodies”.  In other words, we must learn to control the sinful lusts that are a part of our living. There are paths of righteousness that God wants to lead us in (Psalm 23).  Our tendency by the flesh is to do the things that we don’t want to do.  Living a life of purity and holiness means that we do not practice sin, we turn to God for forgiveness when we find ourselves stumbling into sin, and we resist and flee from sin.

Hebrews 12:4, Ephesians 6:13, James 4:7  Each of these passages exhort us to resist sin.  Hebrews 12 gives a graphic picture of how hard we should strive in our resisting: to the point of shedding our own blood.  Ephesians 6 links it with the armor that God gives to the believer to assist them in the fight.  James 4 shows that submission to God is a key to resisting sin. There are many passages that show us how this can be accomplished, from keeping our eyes fixed on things above to laying aside all the things that encumber us.  The key for us is that we must be motivated by the holiness of God to want it for ourselves.

Some questions:  How do I view the sin in my life? Am I okay with it or do I struggle 

against it?  If I were to evaluate my own striving against sin in light of “striving to the point of shedding blood”, how would I evaluate myself?  What are the reasons that I entertain sin in my life?  How do I rejoice when I overcome sin?  Do I see my life as a pure, holy life?  How can I take steps to make it that kind of life? 

Other references: Ephesians 2:21, I Peter 1:15

Humility—Low is better than high.

Given a choice of humility or pride, our first inclination is to think highly of ourselves, to esteem our own actions and words, to think of ourselves as better than others.  Yet, Christ offers a different way.  The path of humility is the path of Jesus.  

Some thoughts:

I Peter 5:5-6 God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble.  This is a quote from Proverbs 3:34 and is mentioned several other times in the New Testament.  The important question may be, “what does it mean to be humble?”  We would all want to be given grace, especially if being resisted by God is the other option, but how do we come into humility?  Explore some of the things that are involved in pride: having a high estimation of yourself in comparison to those around,  primarily seeking your own glory or fame, setting your own needs as top priority.  Humility, then, would be highly valuing other people, setting aside your own quest for fame, moving your own needs down the list of priorities.  These are counter-intuitive and contrary to our natural way, yet they lead into the flow of God’s grace.     

Philippians 2:1-11 The qualities of Jesus in this passage are the same as those that we looked at in I Peter.  He set aside his own position and glory.  He set aside his life for the interests of others, namely that they could have relationship with the Father.  When we look at the life of Jesus in the gospels, we see a man marked with a deep humility—he bore rebuke and suffering, he didn’t flaunt his power, he considered the lowly and served them, his love was given away without conditions.  These are the same marks that Philippians 2 exhorts us to display in verses 3-5.

James 4:10  This scripture seem to point to two possibilities in this area—1. we humble ourselves and he exalts us and makes us to know him or 2. he humbles us, brings us low.  This is how the Proverbs 3:34 principle plays out.  His resistance ends in our humiliation if we continue in pride.  If we humble ourselves under his hand, though, he will lift us up.  This is also what Philippians 2 teaches.  Jesus humbled himself and God “highly exalted him.”

Psalm 25:9 The favor of God is not the only reward of humility.  This verse shows that he keeps his eye toward the humble to instruct them and lead them.  Humility acts as a means of receiving God’s guidance in the way of life.

Some questions:  Do I see humility as a valuable and rewarding quality?  What does it mean to be humble?  What are ways that we struggle with humility?  How can we overcome our pride, what are some ways that we can proactively work toward humility?  

The Word and truth

Many people have many different views about the Bible.  These are some of the critical views of the bible that come from the word itself.  How we respond to these truths will have dramatic effects on our spiritual lives.

Some thoughts:

John 1:1,2, 14- The theology around these verses are extremely rich.  The main point in it all is this:  that the words that were spoken by God to create the world in Genesis 1 was Jesus the Messiah.  He, the Word, created everything and then became a human and walked on the earth.  The basis for truth, then, is Jesus.  He is the way, the truth, and the life (John 14:6).  The truth is in him.  So, the words that are written in our bible are true to the extent that he inspired them to be written down.  The authority of the scriptures rest squarely on the authority of Christ as the Word that created and became human.

II Timothy 3:16.17  The words written in the Bible claim to have authority.  Here, Paul says that the Old Testament was inspired by God.  Further, it is useful for some very specific things: training, equipping, teaching, correcting.  Jesus asserts his authority over our lives by revealing his words and his will through the writing of the scripture.  He told the disciples that the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of truth, would remind them of the words that he spoke to them and lead them into the truth (John 14:25,26, 16:13).  The authority of the scriptures, then, are an extension of the authority of Christ and the Holy Spirit.

John 8:31-32, 14:6, 17:17 Having knowledge of the truth sets us free to live in coordination with God and his plan for our lives and the world.  This is not a heady knowledge that Jesus is speaking about here.  He means that anyone who experientially knows the truth will be set free by the truth.  We must participate in the truth.  This is the teaching of John 14:6, he is the way, the truth and the life.  In Jesus, who is the True Word, we find the true way of living.

Psalm 119 or 19  The words of the scriptures are extremely valuable to the believer.  They reveal a lot about God and his ways.  Because of this, the words of scripture should be part of our daily living.  We should meditate on them day and night as Joshua was exhorted to do (Joshua 1:8).  These two Psalms express many of the ways that we can approach the words and the results of the words in our lives.  The bible is not an idol, an end to itself, but it is a way that reveals the Way, truth that reveals the Truth.

Some questions:  How do I feel about the words of scripture?  Do they govern my life, are they relevant, do I read them selectively, have I paid attention to what is contained in the Bible?  Do I value the things that the Bible says?  How do I value them?  How do I experience the truth setting me free?  Do I interact with God when I read the scriptures or are they an end in themselves?  How can I avoid this pitfall?

Fruit of the Spirit


The scriptures often make mention of fruit in a metaphorical sense.  In each case, the idea is that a tree produces the fruit that is in its nature to produce.  It can’t produce fruit of any different kind.  Below are a few of those metaphors, and why they are significant to our spiritual life.    

Matthew 7—In the context of identifying the effectiveness of a person’s prophetic ministry, these are Jesus’ words concerning the basic principle that a tree produces fruit of the same kind.  That is, apples don’t come from a pear tree and pears aren’t grown by orange trees.  This is an important principal to our lives in the spirit, in ministry and in the world.  Within ourselves, our flesh will produce fleshly fruit and our spirit will produce spiritual fruit.  Our ministry and people around us also live by this principle.  The fruit of a ministry or a person is a result of the kind of ministry or person they are.  If they are driven, self-seeking, and arrogant, the fruit they will produce will be exactly those things.  As people of God, we should strive to produce fruit that is good and beneficial.

John 15:1-11  The key to a Christian producing good fruit is abiding in the Good Vine.  Jesus is the source for the good fruit of our lives.  When we look to evaluate the fruit that our lives are bearing, they will correspond directly to the presence of Jesus in our lives.

Gal 5:19-25  Sometimes the question is one of what is the fruit?  If Jesus talks about producing fruit that lasts (John 15) or John the Baptist calls people to display the fruit of repentance (Luke 3:8), what does that look like?  Galatians 5 gives us a good idea of the kinds of things they were speaking of.  The fruit of a person’s life is the character that they display.  A fleshly, natural person will produce anger, malice, envy, and the like.  A person filled with God’s Spirit will produce patience, kindness, and love.  The truth that is expressed in this passage is that having been born by the Spirit, we should walk by the Spirit so as to produce spiritual fruit.

Some questions:  What kind of fruit is my life producing?  How can I produce good fruit?  Other than fruit, what are some other things that we use to evaluate a person’s success or worth? Why is it important to evaluate a ministry’s effectiveness by fruit rather than other things?

Other references:  Proverbs 12:14, Romans 7:4, Ephesians 5:9, Colossians 1:6

