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Calling & Regeneration
(excerpts from The Biblical Doctrine of Salvation)1

Calling

 In the study of salvation, the concept of a divine call envisions the direct work of God whereby He summons 
those He has chosen to participate in the redemption He has planned for them. This divine call or summons to 
salvation is comprised of two parts: 1) an outward call, which is the proclamation of the Gospel in all of its possible 
forms, is extended to all without distinction, elect and non-elect alike. It is therefore not efficacious in and of itself, 
being rejected by the non-elect 2) an inward call, which is the work of the Spirit whereby He makes the heart of the 
elect receptive to the outward call of the Gospel resulting in its acceptance by faith. While it is evident that the out-
ward call is sometimes rejected, it is clear that the inward call is always efficacious, meaning that when the Spirit 
of God intends to bring a person to faith, He is always successful in that enterprise. He brings the elect to respond 
positively to the inward call, not by means of coercion, however, but by the gift of a new heart that responds to the 
beauty of the Gospel.
 This calling of God whereby He brings about His salvific purposes upon those He has chosen is first revealed 
in the Tanach by way of historical narrative. Though the Genesis narrative itself does not specifically speak of God 
“calling” Abraham out of the Ur of the Chaldees, Isaiah does:

Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah who gave birth to you in pain;  When he was but one I called2 him, 
then I blessed him and multiplied him. (Is 51:2)

This divine call to Abraham is likewise noted by the author of Hebrews:

By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by going out to a place which he was to receive for an 
inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was going. (Heb 11:8)

 
 We may note here that Abraham already possessed faith when the call of God came to him, for he responds 
positively by obeying the call. This also highlights the fact that the call of God illicits a response. Therefore, by its 
very nature, the divine call requires obedience to the demands contained therein, and marks those who refuse the 
call as disobedient. Abraham’s acceptance by faith of God’s call is evidenced by his obeying the demands which 
God had given.
 As we would expect, the exodus, which stands as the primary illustration of and paradigm for redemption, also 
illustrates this teaching of the divine call. Through Moses, God calls Israel to leave Egypt and to go to the Land that 
He had sworn to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And even though in the Exodus narrative itself this language is 
not found, Hosea makes explicit mention of it in his prophecy: “When Israel was a youth I loved him,  and out of 
Egypt I called My son” (Hos 11:1, cf. Matt 2:15). This calling is likewise viewed as effectual or efficacious, since 
Israel responded positively to the call and left Egypt by divine fiat. This same efficacious nature of the call is em-
phasized in Hosea as well, for though Adonai laments over the waywardness of Israel, He determines that He will 
not destroy them but that they will, indeed, “walk after Adonai” (v. 10) and that He will regather them to the Land 
just as He had promised (v. 11).
 Isaiah likewise speaks of the efficacious calling of Israel as an integral part of their redemption and covenant 
relationship with God:

You whom I have taken from the ends of the earth, and called from its remotest parts and said to you, ‘You are 
My servant,  I have chosen you and not rejected you.’ (Is 41:9)
I am Adonai, I have called you in righteousness,  I will also hold you by the hand and watch over you, and I 
will appoint you as a covenant to the people, as a light to the nations, (Is 42:6)
But now, thus says Adonai, your Creator, O Jacob,  and He who formed you, O Israel,  “Do not fear, for I have 
redeemed you;  I have called you by name; you are Mine! (Is 43:1)
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Everyone who is called by My name,  and whom I have created for My glory,  whom I have formed, even whom 
I have made. (Is 43:7)
Listen to Me, O Jacob, even Israel whom I called;  I am He, I am the first, I am also the last. (Is 48:12)
Listen to Me, O islands, and pay attention, you peoples from afar.  The LORD called Me from the womb; from 
the body of My mother He named Me. (Is 49:1)

 Utilizing the language of the Tanach regarding God’s divine call to Israel that results in their covenant relation-
ship with Him and thus their redemption from Egypt, the Apostles adopt this same language for salvation as envi-
sioned both in a corporate as well as individual sense.
 Yeshua, in His parable of the wedding feast (Matt 22:1–14), illustrates the divine call or invitation vis-a-vis the 
kingdom of Heaven. In the parable, a King gives a wedding feast for his son but the invited guests fail to attend. 
The King therefore sends out his servants to implore the guests to come, but they refuse and even kill the King’s 
servants. The King was rightly enraged and sent his armies to destroy those people and burn their city. Then he 
instructed his servants to go to the main highways and to invite anyone they met, “both evil and good,” to come 
to the wedding feast. As a result, the wedding hall was filled with dinner guests. When THE King himself arrived, 
however, he found one man who was not properly attired for the occasion. He asked, “How did you get in here 
without wedding clothes?” The man was speechless, but the King ordered his servants to “bind him hand and foot, 
and throw him into the outer darkness; in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (v. 13). Then the 
lesson of the parable is given: “For many are called, but few are chosen” (v. 14). 
 Some things in the parable seem obvious. The guests who were initially invited to the wedding feast most likely 
comprise the leaders of the Jewish communities of Yeshua’s generation that had rejected Him. The servants of the 
king are the prophets and Yeshua’s own Apostles who announce the invitation and thus call the people to attend the 
wedding feast of the King’s son, i.e., to celebrate Yeshua as the promised Messiah. Those who reject the invitation 
face sure destruction. Those who are invited to take their place are most likely the am ha’aretz, the “common peo-
ple” to whom the message of the Gospel would go via the mouth of Yeshua’s Apostles. (Remember that in Matthew, 
Yeshua commands His disciples to go only to the “lost sheep of Israel” and not to the cities of the Gentiles, cf. Matt 
10:6; 15:24.) The one man who has been invited but who is rejected and condemned because he lacked the proper 
wedding attire is given to show that there are still requirements for attending the feast even if the invitation had 
been extended. Thus, the parable illustrates the general or outward call. It is given to all but not all will respond (as 
was the case with the initial guest list) and not all who come are genuine. Ultimately, obedience to the call involves 
conformity to the demands of the call. Thus, many are called (invited), but few are actually chosen to participate in 
the wedding feast.
 In the same way, Yeshua stated that

 It is not those who are healthy who need a physician, but those who are sick; I did not come to call the 
righteous, but sinners. (Mark 2:17, cf. Lk 5:32)

 In Paul’s epistles, the doctrine of the efficacious call of God to those He intends to save becomes a common 
theme. The cognate noun of the verb kalevw (kaleo), klhtov~ (kletos), “one who is called or invited” becomes synon-
ymous with those who are saved. For instance, Paul addresses the believers in the assembly of Rome as those who 
are “the called of Yeshua Messiah”:

… we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles for His 
name’s sake, among whom you also are the called of Yeshua Messiah; to all who are beloved of God in Rome, 
called as saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Yeshua Messiah. (Rom 1:5–7)

And in Rom 4:17 Paul describes God as the One Who “… gives life to the dead and calls into being that which does 
not exist.” Thus, the call of God in this sense is that which brings forth a new creation.
 In Rom 8, those who are the called are those who are eternally saved:

And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are 
called according to His purpose.… and these whom He predestined, He also called; and these whom He called, 
He also justified; and these whom He justified, He also glorified. (Rom 8:28, 30)
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That this calling is the efficacious, inward call that always results in eternal salvation is clear, for all who are called 
are justified and glorified. They are those who are “called according to His purpose,” that is, God’s intention to save 
them.
 In Romans 9, the calling of God is that which brings about His purposes in the lives of those who are called (v. 
11), and extends beyond ethnic boundaries to include both Jews and Gentiles (vv. 24–25). The efficacious nature of 
God’s calling is also emphasized in Paul’s statement regarding God’s purposes for Israel when he states: “… for the 
gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29).
 For Paul, this efficacious calling of God results in the holiness of those who are called (1Cor 1:2), fellowship 
with God (1Cor 1:9), and the life of faith and righteousness (1Cor 1:24–26; Eph 4:1–4; 1Thess 2:12; 4:7; 1Tim 1:9). 
The call of God brings about one’s initial exercise of faith resulting in salvation (1Cor 7:17–22) and presents the 
promise or hope of eternal life (Eph 1:18; 1Thess 5:24; 2Thess 2:14; 1Tim 6:12). It also establishes covenant rela-
tionship between those who are called so that they become vitally united together in Yeshua (Col. 3:15).
 The other Apostles likewise speak of this efficacious calling of God upon those who are saved. The author of 
Hebrews refers to his readers as “partakers of a heavenly calling” (3:1). Peter speaks of those who are saved as hav-
ing been called “out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1Pet 2:9). Peter notes that this calling results in follow-
ing in the footsteps of Yeshua, which will inevitably involve suffering (1Pet 2:21) as well as inheriting a blessing 
(1Pet 3:9) and obtaining eternal glory in Messiah (1Pet 5:10). Peter also admonishes his readers to “be all the more 
diligent to make certain about His calling and choosing you” (2Pet 1:10), by which he means that one who is truly 
called and chosen will evidence this divine work through a life of righteousness.
 In Revelation, John refers to the redeemed people as “the called and chosen and faithful” (17:14).
 In summary, then, the calling of God is two-fold: First, it involves a general call to all mankind to acknowledge 
God as the one and only true God, to repent of their sin, to believe in Him for salvation, to obey and serve (wor-
ship) Him alone, and to receive true life, both now and for eternity. But since this general call to acknowledge God 
in repentance and faith is given to all, elect and non-elect alike, it is not efficacious—some will inevitably reject the 
call because fallen mankind, in and of themselves, are under the power of sin and are therefore both unwilling and 
unable to respond to the call in faith. Apart from the divine inner work of regeneration, the general call will always 
be rejected.
 Second, there is the inward or specific call of God, which is the work of the Spirit of God within the life of each 
elect person, by which the sinful nature is overcome and the heart is prepared to receive the call of God through 
repentance and faith. Thus, in distinction from the general call, the inward or specific call of God is always effica-
cious, meaning that those within whom the Spirit, in His mercy, works to prepare them for God’s call will always 
and inevitably heed that call and be saved. This is made clear by the fact that the Apostles refer to those who are 
saved as “the called.”
 These two aspects of God’s calling, the general and the specific, are illustrated in the opening chapters of the 
Torah. In Genesis 1–11, the general call of God is demonstrated in that all of mankind is aware of God’s existence, 
yet only few of them respond, as Gen 6:5 makes clear: 

Then Adonai saw that the wickedness of man was great on the earth, and that every intent of the thoughts of 
his heart was only evil continually.

Rather than heeding the message of Noah, the people forsake the call of God, which leads to the flood.
 In contrast to the general call which is not efficacious, the specific call of God is demonstrated in the life of 
Abraham, and more generally, in the nation of Israel. Abraham is called and obeys; Israel is called and responds “all 
that Adonai has spoken we will do” (Ex 19:8). Moreover, this specific call is given to those God has chosen to save, 
and thus the exodus from Egypt is a result of God’s calling and election of Israel. This demonstrates the efficacious 
nature of the specific call.
 The ramifications of this doctrine of God’s divine call are many, but perhaps the most significant is how it 
should undergird the proclamation of the Gospel. Since it is the specific call of God upon the elect that results in 
their acceptance of the Gospel, there is no need to think that the Gospel message must be changed or somehow mod-
ified to be appealing to fallen mankind. Given the fact that fallen people will inevitably reject the Gospel and the 
message of God it contains, and that only when the specific, inward call of God is present will the sinner respond to 
the Gospel with repentance and faith, the Gospel may be proclaimed in its purity, as found in the Scriptures, without 
fear that it will be ineffective. In fact, just the opposite is true: given that the inward calling of God will prepare the 
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elect to receive the Gospel message, the Gospel may be given with full confidence that it will bring about the results 
God intends. This does not deny the need to communicate the Gospel clearly (which includes matters of language 
and culture). But it simply means that the power of the Gospel (Rom 1:16) resides in the willingness of the Spirit of 
God faithfully to do that inward work upon the elect to prepare them so that they willingly receive the Gospel mes-
sage.

Regeneration

 The doctrine of God’s special, inward call to the elect involves the work of the Spirit of God in preparing the 
heart to receive the Gospel. This is illustrated by the promise of Ezekiel (11:19; 36:26) that in the last days, God 
would remove the heart of stone from Israel and give them a heart of flesh. This “heart renewal” results in their re-
pentance and faith in God. Similarly, in these same verses Ezekiel speaks of giving Israel a “new spirit.” In essence, 
this is what is meant when we speak of regeneration in the context of soteriology.
 Fallen mankind is characterized as “dead in their trespasses and sins” (Rom 6:13; Eph 2:1). This metaphor is 
used in order to make clear that response to the Gospel is impossible, since those who are dead do not respond. 
Thus, in order for there to be a positive response to the Gospel, the one who is dead in sin must be  made alive. 
Sometimes this coming to life is pictured as a “new birth” or as a “new creation.” Thus, the primary metaphors used 
to describe regeneration in the Bible are resurrection, birth, and creation, all of which have this one thing in com-
mon: the action must come from outside of the person and not by his or her own efforts. These metaphors therefore 
emphasize the sovereign work of God. Obviously, one who is dead cannot bring himself to life; one who is unborn 
cannot birth himself; and one who is not yet created cannot recreate himself.
 Another emphasis of these metaphors is the decisiveness they represent. Creation, birth, and resurrection all 
speak of beginnings without any sense of reverting to the former state. 

The regenerate man has forever ceased to be the man he was; his old life is over and a new life has begun; he 
is a new creature in Christ, buried with him out of reach of condemnation and raised with him into a new life 
of righteousness.3 

 The word “regeneration” is based upon the Latin genero, “to beget, produce, bring to life,” and thus means liter-
ally “to be reborn,” “brought to life again.” The Greek word is paligginesiva (palinginesia) which means “a state of 
being renewed,” “rebirth,” “complete change of life.” It is found only twice in the Apostolic Scriptures: Matt 19:28, 
of the eschatological renewal and consummation, and Tit 3:5, of personal salvation. The word is not found in the 
Lxx.
 In the Tanach, the idea of regeneration or renewal is found in terms such as חָיָה in the piel stem, meaning “bring 
back to life.” We find this in Ps 30:3[4]–

Adonai, you have brought up my soul from Sheol;
You restored me to life from among those who go down to the pit. (ESV)

Note also Hosea 6:2–

After two days he will revive us;
on the third day he will raise us up,
that we may live before him.

Likewise, the prophecies of Ezekiel mentioned above, which speak of Israel being given a new heart and a new 
spirit, as well as the cleansing they will undergo, being sprinkled with clean water (cf. 36:25), offer the pictures of 
regeneration. Jeremiah speaks to this in his prophecy of the new covenant (31:31–34, cf. 32:40). 
 The longing for such renewal on a national scale is seen in the prayer of the Psalmist:

Let Your hand be upon the man of Your right hand;
Upon the son of man whom You made strong for Yourself. 
Then we shall not turn back from You;

3 James I. Packer, “Regeneration” in Baker’s Dictionary of Theology (Baker, 1960), 440.
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Revive us, and we will call upon Your name. 
Adonai God of hosts, restore us; 
Cause Your face to shine upon us, and we will be saved. (Ps 80:17–19, cf. 85:4)

 In the Apostolic Scriptures, the doctrine of regeneration is more fully individualized, though the sense of cor-
porate revival is not entirely missing. In John 3, the words of Yeshua to Nachdimon incorporate the metaphor of 
regeneration:

Yeshua answered and said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the 
kingdom of God.” (v. 3)

The Greek phrase “unless one is born again” is eja;n mh; ti~ gennhqh`/ a[nwqen, where the adverb a[nwqen, anothen, 
can mean either “again” or “from above.” Many evangelical scholars take the view that anothen means “from 
above” in this case, so that what Yeshua is stressing is the need for spiritual birth, something only God can do. In v. 
5 Yeshua gives further explanation of what He means by “born from above” –

Yeshua answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter into the 
kingdom of God.”

Here, “the water and the Spirit” reflect Ezekiel’s words that promise a “new spirit” to be given to Israel and their 
cleansing by “sprinkling clean water” upon them. Thus, to be “born of the water and the Spirit” means to undergo 
the divine work of regeneration by which the individual is made able and willing to receive the message of the Gos-
pel with repentance toward God and faith in His Messiah. 
 Moreover, regeneration is clearly stated to be the work of God by His Spirit, for it is beyond the ability of man 
to understand it or to control it:

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. (vv. 7–8)

 The primary emphasis of Yeshua to Nachdimon, however, is that regeneration, or being “born from above,” is 
essential to salvation. Apart from the new birth, no one will understand (“see”) nor enter into the Kingdom of God. 
This accords with the words of John in his opening prologue (1:12–13) –

But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe 
in His name, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.

 In his first epistle, John also speaks of regeneration or the new birth that comes through the work of the Spirit. 
Those who experience this new birth do righteousness (1Jn 2:29) and do not live a life characterized by sin (3:9; 
5:18).4 They experience victory over the world (5:4). Any whose lives are not characterized by these things, regard-
less of what they may claim, are still unregenerate children of the devil (3:6–10).
 Paul speaks of regeneration in Christological terms in what has become known as “union with Christ (Mes-
siah).” In Romans 6 Paul teaches that the believer has died “with Messiah” and has therefore likewise “risen with 
Him to newness of life” (vv. 1–11, cf. Eph 2:5; Col 2:13; cp. 1Pet 1:3). He also uses the metaphor of creation when 
he teaches that the believer is a “new creation in Messiah” –

Therefore if anyone is in Messiah, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have 
come. (2Cor 5:17)

This union with the Messiah in His death and resurrection means that God reckons the death of Messiah to all those 
for whom He died, as full payment for their sins, and gives to them a new life in spiritual resurrection. Once again, 
Paul makes it clear that this union with Messiah in His saving work is the result of God’s sovereign mercy and 

4 In 3:9, the present tense verb poiei,̀ poiei, “to do” and in 5:18, the present tense aJmartavnei, hamartanei, “to sin,” indicate 
“habitual law-keeping, not absolute sinlessness, cf. 1:8–10” (quoted from Packer, “Regeneration,” Op. cit., 441).
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grace, not something that could be earned or accomplished by one’s own efforts:

For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to various lusts and pleasures, 
spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one another. But when the kindness of God our Savior and 
His love for mankind appeared, He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, 
but according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, whom He poured 
out upon us richly through Yeshua Messiah our Savior, so that being justified by His grace we would be made 
heirs according to the hope of eternal life. (Titus 3:3–7)

The language Paul utilizes here, “by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit” is clearly based 
upon the words of the Prophets as they spoke of the saving miracle God will do for Israel in the last days. The 
washing hearkens to the mikveh and the laws of ceremonial cleansing established by the Torah as an illustration of 
the inward work the Spirit does to all who are born from above. The renewing is also pictured in the Prophets who 
portray Israel as forsaking their sinful ways and returning to the Lord in faith and faithfulness.
 In the history of this doctrine within the Christian Church, the early fathers equated regeneration with “baptis-
mal grace,” teaching that at the point of ceremonial baptism, one’s sins are forgiven and thus the person is made 
clean or renewed. Augustine recognized the need for some work of grace upon the sinner before he or she could 
properly respond to the Gospel. This he called “prevenient grace,” since it was given to the sinner before he or she 
exercised personal faith. That is, in Augustine’s view, God was gracious to the elect sinner before the exercise of 
personal faith as the necessary measure to assure acceptance of the Gospel. However, Augustine did not equate pre-
venient grace with regeneration. The Reformers affirmed Augustine’s view, though they tended to equate regenera-
tion with the “effectual calling” or inward divine call rather than with Augustine’s prevenient grace. Calvin used the 
term regeneration to refer to the whole subjective process of salvation, including both conversion (initial faith in and 
acceptance of Yeshua) and sanctification (growth in personal holiness). The later Reformers equated regeneration 
with the inward work of the Spirit in preparing the heart and planting the seed of the Gospel from which faith and 
repentance arise, and also speak of it as entwined with the effectual call.
 In Arminianism, the doctrine of regeneration is synergistic in the sense that man’s renewal is dependent on his 
prior co-operation with the Spirit. Since Arminianism denies the total inability of man to respond to God’s offer 
of the Gospel, regeneration was seen as the sinner working together with the Spirit to effect the new birth or new 
creation.
 In the course of time, the sacraments within the Christian Church took more and more center stage, and be-
came a means of dispensing God’s grace rather than as signs of it. Thus, baptism became a means of conveying the 
regeneration which it originally signified (in the mikveh), to those who did not obstruct its working. Since infants 
could not obstruct this working of baptism, all baptized infants were accordingly held to be regenerated, a view held 
by most of the non-Reformed Churches of Christendom. In the Lutheran Theology, the original sin of the infant is 
believed to be expunged at his or her baptism, leaving only one’s own personal sins remaining to be forgiven when 
one exercises faith in Christ. All sacramentalists within Protestantism (those who believe the sacraments convey 
God’s grace) hold baptism to be essential for forgiveness of sins.
 In summary of the biblical doctrine of regeneration, we have seen that it is vitally connected to the efficacious 
call of God to those He has chosen to save. In regeneration, the Spirit of God “removes the heart of stone and re-
places it with a heart of flesh” (to use Ezekiel’s terms), thus awakening the soul of the sinner to life and giving him 
or her the ability to respond to the demands of the Gospel, i.e., repentance toward God and faith in Yeshua Mes-
siah. The work of regeneration is clearly portrayed in the Scriptures as a monergistic work of God, illustrated by 
the metaphors of creation, birth, and resurrection. Without the divine intervention in recreating the soul, being born 
from above, and bringing to life the one who is dead in sin, there would never be the possibility of understanding 
and receiving the message of the Gospel. Therefore, regeneration is the necessary adjunct of the divine call extend-
ed to the elect which enables them to exercise faith in God and brings them to acknowledge their sin and seek God’s 
mercy and forgiveness in Messiah.


