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Doctrines of Civil Government
Session #11
The New Birth

In this series, we have covered the role of government, God’s providence in establishing governments, the different forms of government, how God raises up and uses evil government to punish a nation, civil obedience and civil disobedience, the doctrine of lower magistrates, and the law.  This session is the most important teaching in the series.  The subject is the new birth, which is also called in Scripture, salvation or conversion.  What is the new birth?  It is the supernatural work of God changing the soul and the nature of the individual who believes the Gospel, granted to those who confess Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.  Jesus said, “Verily, verily, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3). Not only will unbelievers not enter the Kingdom of God, they won’t even have the opportunity to see it.
What does this Christian teaching have to do with politics and the doctrine of civil government?  Everything, because no political system can work well without a Christian citizenship; that is, individuals possessing personal salvation.  Every political effort is ultimately in vain if it is not supported by Christian conversion.
John Adams (signer of the Declaration of Independence and second president of the United States), in a  letter to the Massachusetts Militia (October 1798) wrote, 
We have no government armed with power capable of contending with human passions unbridled by morality and religion. Avarice, ambition, revenge, or gallantry would break the strongest cords of our Constitution as a whale goes through a net. Our Constitution is designed only for a moral and religious people.
What worldview was Adams imparting to his posterity? He certainly wasn’t trusting the American system of government to preserve and maintain the country.  The Constitution is not being regarded as the source of our peace and prosperity, because the sinful human condition is such that no piece of paper is going to make a citizen productive and law-abiding.  The Constitution (our system of laws, the republican form of popular sovereignty, and the checks and balances) is powerless to keep the citizenship right. Adams strongly disparages the power of the Constitution, likening it to a net stopping a whale. In short, an unrighteous citizenship will pay no attention to the Constitution; in fact, they will apply and reinterpret it in whatever way they choose.

Adam’s quote is venerated but hardly believed in American academia.  The Constitution is considered the main source of America’s peace and prosperity over the last 250 years.  But has it really been the work of the Constitution?  Adams explains that the true source of blessing is a moral and religious people.  He is speaking of the Christian religion.  The Constitution is the caboose; the Christian faith is the engine.  However, unbelievers falsely credit the Constitution for the success of America.  This idolization of the Constitution is a twenty-first-century, secular invention that would have been dismissed by Americans in 1798.
In his letter to the Massachusetts Militia, John Adams reflected on a basic Christian doctrine: for people to be right, the law of God has to be written on the heart.  On Mount Sinai, the law of God was given on tablets of stone, but that never made the people righteous, individually or nationally.  Even with the Mosaic law, the nation of Israel fell into gross sin and collapsed. Through the prophets, God promised a better way.  There would be a new covenant where the law of God would not merely be written on tablets of stone, but on the heart.  This refers to mankind’s need for a supernatural change in nature.
‘Behold, days are coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them,’ declares the Lord. ‘But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,’ declares the Lord, ‘I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people.’ (Jeremiah 31:31–33) 

The Christian community in America is up against political false teaching, coming both from the conservative Right and the liberal Left, that to fix the nation, all we need is better laws, a better polity, and a return to the Constitution.  The prevailing belief is that America doesn’t need to be uniquely Christian or undergo some kind of supernatural conversion through Jesus Christ; all will be well if Americans simply follow the law, believe in freedom, and hold to America’s founding principles, as defined. 

This is a deception that has even duped many evangelicals. We easily forget that the law had been tried in the nation of Israel and had failed miserably.  It is not as if some Gentile nation will succeed where Israel failed.  Jesus issued a radical statement, Unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.  It takes an understanding of the context to get the full meaning of this statement.
Expositing John Chapter 3 
Nicodemus was a ruler of the Jews, a member of the Sanhedrin, the political arm of the Jewish state.  He came to Jesus by night to examine this teacher from Nazareth who claimed to be the Messiah.  It is evident that Nicodemus was a true believer in Jehovah God and that he at least recognized that Jesus had God's authority behind him.
Now there was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews; this man came to Jesus by night and said to Him, ‘Rabbi, we know that You have come from God as a teacher; for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is with him.’ (John 3:1–3) 

We will never know the details of what Nicodemus wanted to discuss with Jesus because Jesus cuts to the chase and tells Nicodemus exactly what he needs to know.

Jesus answered and said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” (John 3:3) 
This wasn’t a random theological declaration; Jesus was addressing a deficiency in Nicodemus’ religious/political worldview.   As the text goes on to explain, Nicodemus wasn’t thinking in terms of a supernatural conversion.  As a Pharisee, the conservative party of the Jews, he was most likely thinking in terms of the efficacy of Mosaic law.  
Nicodemus said to Him, “How can a man be born when he is old? He cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born, can he?” (John 3:4) 
Nicodemus thought Jesus was referring to a physical second birth.  This suggests an interesting solution to human sin.

Imagine if we could live life all over again and fix all the mistakes we made the first time – like some sort of Groundhog Day scenario?  But we all know that if we had to live life all over again, we would mess it up in some new way.  Jesus explains that he is referring to a new birth in the inner nature, not the body.
Jesus answered, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not be amazed that I said to you, ‘You must be born again. The wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it, but do not know where it comes from and where it is going; so is everyone who is born of the Spirit.’ (John 3:5–8)  
Students of the Bible debate what Jesus meant by being “born of the water.”  The answer is quite simple.  As is often the case. Jesus is referencing an Old Testament teaching, specifically, a previous prophecy given to Ezekiel.  This is a prophecy that Nicodemus would likely have been familiar with.  In the fifth century BC, when Israel was destroyed and the Jews were going into exile, God promised a solution to Israel's constant problem, which was the people’s persistent corruption and their inability to realize a righteous nation.

For I will take you from the nations, gather you from all the lands and bring you into your own land. 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. 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. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances. You will live in the land that I gave to your forefathers; so you will be My people, and I will be your God. Moreover, I will save you from all your uncleanness; and I will call for the grain and multiply it, and I will not bring a famine on you. (Ezekiel 36:24–29)
When Jesus said “unless one is born of water,” he was referring to this prophecy. “I will sprinkle clean water on you.”  This is a metaphor for forgiveness, the washing away of sin.  According to the prophecy in Ezekiel 36, two things must happen for salvation.  First, sins must to be forgiven. Second, we need a new spirit or heart; otherwise, we will continue to commit sin.  In John 3:5, Jesus was addressing both aspects of salvation: (1) born of the water – cleansed, and (2) born of the Spirit – regeneration in nature
The great surprise, with profound theological implications, is Jesus’ response to Nicodemus, “You are a teacher of Israel and do not understand these things?”  Nicodemus, like all the leadership of his day, missed the primary message God communicated to Israel throughout her history.  Man is by nature evil; external law is powerless to change the nature; and therefore, God must effect a miraculous change in the soul.  Failure to grasp these truths is not because the Scriptures are obscure, but the spiritual dullness and biases of man.
The current application of Jesus’ words to Nicodemus would be, “You are a conservative political activist, a political scientist, a political commentator, a writer, a podcaster, or even a pastor, and you don’t realize the necessity of the New Birth?  Instead, you are trying to save America merely by politics, by law, by the Constitution.  Notice how the book of Hebrews addresses this same issue.

For the Law made nothing perfect, and on the other hand, there is a bringing in of a better hope, through which we draw near to God. (Hebrews 7:19) 
These Biblical doctrines of salvation not only apply to the life to come, but to the life that now is.  However, political pundits rarely think in these terms because they relegate conversion to religion. But the sphere of personal faith is the key to governance and national success.
Consider the Biblical record of national Israel, the history that Nicodemus, of all people, should have known. God delivered the Jewish people from slavery in Egypt to form a nation that would represent God to the world. During the Exodus, Moses ascended Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments for the people. Upon hearing the law, the people enthusiastically agreed to obey it

Then he took the book of the covenant and read it in the hearing of the people; and they said, “All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient!”  (Exodus 24:7) 
God calls Moses back up the mountain, and before the ink is even dry on the tablets (figuratively speaking), the people build an idol for themselves and worship it, breaking the first commandment.  Recognize that the Law of Moses was broken when it was given.  And it wasn’t as if God was saying, “Well, you can try again,” or “perhaps the next generation will be able to keep the law.”   On the contrary, the people’s failure to be made righteous by the law was settled right from the beginning.  God would later tell Moses that Israel would not keep the law throughout her generations. 
The LORD said to Moses, ‘Behold, you are about to lie down with your fathers; and this people will arise and play the harlot with the strange gods of the land, into the midst of which they are going, and will forsake Me and break My covenant which I have made with them.’ (Deuteronomy 31:16)
Moses would also foretell the fate of the nation.

For I know that after my death you will act corruptly and turn from the way which I have commanded you; and evil will befall you in the latter days, for you will do that which is evil in the sight of the LORD, provoking Him to anger with the work of your hands.  (Deuteronomy 31:29) 

And Moses would explain that there is an inherent flaw in the people, and that they are destitute of the condition necessary for righteousness.  

Yet to this day the LORD has not given you a heart to know, nor eyes to see, nor ears to hear. (Deuteronomy 29:4)
They have acted corruptly toward Him, they are not His children, because of their defect; but are a perverse and crooked generation. (Deuteronomy 32:5) 
However, a promise is given that at some future date, God will supernaturally change their hearst.  This is a germinal prophecy of the coming New Covenant, the new birth, and conversion. 
Moreover, the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, to love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, so that you may live. (Deuteronomy 30:6) 

The truth established at the conclusion of the Pentateuch is that there must be a work of God apart from the law because natural, unsaved man is at enmity with God.  “Those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (Romans 8:8).
At the end of the Exodus wanderings, the Israelites went into the promised land under the command of Joshua.  There, they made a promise to Joshua, which is pathetically humorous.

They answered Joshua, saying, ‘All that you have commanded us we will do, and wherever you send us we will go. Just as we obeyed Moses in all things.’ (Joshua 1:16–17)
The people did not remember or acknowledge they had rebelled against Moses.  Notice how common it is for people not to acknowledge their own sin and inability.  Hence, people today also ignore Adams’ warning that the strongest cords of our Constitution will be broken as a whale goes through a net.

 After much of the land had been secured by conquest, Joshua concludes his ministry by urging the people again to serve God in this new land.  The people responded: 
The people answered and said, ‘Far be it from us that we should forsake the Lord to serve other gods.’ (Joshua 24:16) 
Notice the self-righteous overconfidence in their claim, “Far be it from us.”  Joshua, who had the right worldview concerning human corruption, answered the people, “You will not be able to serve the Lord” (Joshua 24:19).  Many Bible commentators see this as hyperbole, but no, Joshua was stating a theological truth.  And, by the way, God doesn’t grade on a curve. 

God has looked down from heaven upon the sons of men to see if there is anyone who understands, who seeks after God. Every one of them has turned aside; together they have become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one. (Psalm 53:2–3)   
The Historic Failure of Israel 

As Israel's history continued during the period of the judges, God would chasten the nation for its corruption. In times of trouble, people would turn back to God, but once life was good, they would turn back to sin.  During the period of the Kings, it was one corrupt king after another.  There were a few righteous kings who were exceptions to the norm, but even the most righteous kings failed at some point. After 400 years under the kings, the nation became so debauched that God exiled Israel to Babylon.  After seventy years, God returned the Jews to Jerusalem.  The priest Ezra went on a campaign to teach the people the law of God.  Ezra was going to make sure that any national sins wouldn’t be due to a lack of information
For Ezra had set his heart to study the law of the LORD and to practice it, and to teach His statutes and ordinances in Israel. (Ezra 7:10)
In the nation’s rebirth, Nehemiah had the people again ratify the Mosaic covenant, but this time it wouldn’t be mere verbal assent as in the days of Moses; Nehemiah would have all of the elders sign a commitment to keep the law.

Now because of all this [the pattern of corruption in Israel’s past], we are making an agreement in writing; and on the sealed document are the names of our leaders, our Levites and our priests.  (Nehemiah 9:38) 
Maybe signing a copy of the law will finally prevent the perpetual slide into corruption. However, the final chapter of Nehemiah records the rise of religious apostasy.   The lesson of human failure and the Law’s inability can’t be missed.  At the end of it all, Nehemiah throws up his hands in despair and hopes that at least God will remember him for good.

Remember me, O my God, for good. (Nehemiah 13:31)

The Old Covenant, the Law, the Constitution of Israel, could never keep the people right and make for a righteous nation. The apostle Paul even calls the Old Covenant the ministry of death.  The Law cannot give life; it can only condemn.
Who also made us adequate as servants of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. But if the ministry of death, in letters engraved on stones, came with glory, so that the sons of Israel could not look intently at the face of Moses because of the glory of his face, fading as it was, how will the ministry of the Spirit fail to be even more with glory? (2 Corinthians 3:6–8) 
It is not that we shouldn’t have laws and constitutions, but the desire for, and power to do, justice and righteousness do not come from these things.  You are a teacher in Israel and do not understand that the only solution is the new birth?
The Solution Advanced by Modern Humanism

The secular solution to human corruption is to look to man’s own goodness and ability to create the perfect society.  It is found as far back as Plato’s writings (375 BC), and the solution is education. Plato was a student of Socrates and the teacher of Aristotle; he founded the Academy in Athens.  In his work The Republic, Plato wrestled with the same problem that has plagued every generation: societies always move toward corruption and collapse.  Plato was not a believer in Democracy because politicians, elected by the masses, ruled by flattery and selfish interests. Plato instead taught that, since most men do not act rationally, a society must be ruled by the wise few, an oligarchy.   
In Plato’s worldview, the reason for human sin is a lack of knowledge.  What else would Plato conclude since he was operating on the assumption that man is basically good?  Part of mankind’s sinful nature includes an unwillingness to admit the depth of man’s sin.

In short, Plato believed, as many do today, that people will do the good if they have proper knowledge. Bad choices are merely mistakes in judgment.  In the Republic (375 BC), he explains that people make bad choices because they have a bad perspective.  In our visual perception, small objects look big up close, while big objects look small from a distance. So also, with ethical discernment. The immediate gratification of a crime is judged to be more satisfying than its long-term consequences. Therefore, to choose evil appears to be the better choice because men lack the right perspective. Plato wrote that men err in their choice of good and evil from a defect of knowledge. No man voluntarily pursues evil . . . to prefer evil to good is not in human nature.

In Plato’s humanist worldview, an adulterer, because of a lack of knowledge, believes the short-term pleasure is worth more than any long-term consequences.  The tax cheat thinks only of himself in the short term, but he doesn’t realize that by stealing from the government, he is hurting himself more in the long term. The drunkard doesn’t foresee cirrhosis of the liver.  The sinner continues to sin out of ignorance. It is all due to mistakes in calculations.  Consequently, Plato’s path to the perfect society is education.  Plato represents the pinnacle of human reason. And like Plato, rationalists and intellectuals today operate on the Platonic view that sin and error arise from a lack of knowledge.   Hence, if everyone in a nation acted according to their rational, fully informed, self-interest, everyone would do the right thing and there would be utopia.

At the beginning of the 20th century, academic leaders turned away from the Gospel.  Rather than looking to Christian conversion, the answer was education.  In effect, this is a belief in man’s ability to keep the law.  However, what made America great was not the law or the Constitution but the great religious revivals, where preachers like Edwards, Whitfield, and Moody preached the necessity of faith and repentance, the New birth.  It is only through the converting power of the Holy Spirit that Americans can become the moral and religious people that Adams spoke about. 

But as we would expect, the great sin of the world is unbelief. Social leaders will credit  the wrong source of deliverance.  And when a physician diagnoses the wrong disease, he prescribes the wrong cure.

C.S. Lewis in his classic work, Mere Christianity, concludes with the radical truth of the new birth. Lewis writes,
The key to history is terrific energy is expended-- civilizations are built up-- excellent institutions devised, but each time something goes wrong.  Some fatal flaw always brings the selfish and cruel people to the top and it all slides back to misery and ruin.  In fact, the machine conks.  It seems to start up all right, and runs a few yards, and then it breaks down.  (Mere Christianity, Book 2, chapter 3) 
Lewis then explains that what we need is not improvement but transformation, because improvement is not redemption.  We don’t need new methods; we first need new men.
The church, Christians, are not called to primarily fix the world through the law and politics.  In fact, an important part of the message we preach is that the world cannot be fixed by law or politics alone. We engage in the civil process only secondarily to support the work of the Gospel.  The law can be our tutor that leads us to Christ (Galatians 3:24). But we never put our hopes in, or make our primary message, the law, the Constitution, or whatever human institutions or programs arise.  Our primary task is to recruit people for another Kingdom, the Kingdom of Christ.   We lead them to be qualified citizens of that new coming kingdom through the new birth. We preach a supernatural Gospel.

May Jesus Christ reign
Discussion Questions - Session #11 – The New Birth

Part 1 (0-13:11)
1. What was John Adams’ philosophy concerning the efficacy of the Constitution?
2. Explain Nicodemus’s worldview and why Jesus emphasized to Nicodemus the need for the new birth.
3.  According to the prophecy of the New Covenant (Jeremiah 31), where must the law of God be written?  What is being described in this metaphor?
4. How is Jesus’ statement “born of water” a reference back to the prophecy in Ezekiel 36:25?
5.  Even though Nicodemus was a teacher of Israel, what basic truth did he fail to understand about the Law of Moses and the history of Israel?
6. Why did the Israelites have such an optimistic view of their ability to keep the Law of Moses?
7.  What reason does Moses give for the Jews’ inability to keep the Law (Deuteronomy 32:5)?

8.  Even though the generation coming out of Egypt could not keep the law, could subsequent generations succeed?

9.  What was Joshua's response to the people’s confidence that they would be able to keep the Law? (Joshua 24:19) 

Part 2 (13:11-25:44)
10.  Explain the lessons of the laws’ inability as seen in the story of Nehemiah
11. The Apostle Paul called the Old Covenant the ministry of _____________  (2 Corinthians 3)

12. There is a false religious confidence in man’s ability to keep the law.  In the same way, what do secular humanists look to as the means of preserving the state from corruption?
13. What form of government did Plato believe was best, and why?
14. According to Plato, why do citizens make wrong choices?  Plato’s reason for human failure was true, but only as a secondary causation. Biblically, what is the primary reason for human failure (Psalm 53:1-3)

15. C.S. Lewis concludes Mere Christianity with the unique message that the Gospel is not about improvement but transformation.  “We don’t need new methods, but new ___________.”

16. If the world cannot be fixed by law and Politics, why must we still engage in law and politics? 
Additional Studies and Discussion Questions for Session #11 – The New Birth

The Christians worldview, that Christian conversion is the source of a nation’s greatness, is not only seen in John Adams’ letter, but also is George Washington’s farewell address.  Discuss George Washington’s warning against those who suppose America can succeed by the Constitution and Law alone.    
George Washington’s farewell address (1796)

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism who should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the duties of men and citizens. The mere politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect and to cherish them. A volume could not trace all their connections with private and public felicity. Let it simply be asked: Where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation desert the oaths which are the instruments of investigation in courts of justice? And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.

