THE HOLY SPIRIT AND HIS WORK
Lesson 3
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Lesson 3
Conversion

Conversion: The Spirit Makes the Unwilling Willing

Lesson Goals

By the end of this lesson, participants will be able to:

Describe the natural condition of man and why he cannot convert himself.
Explain that conversion is entirely the work of the Holy Spirit.

Identify the biblical pictures of conversion.

Explain repentance as a Spirit-worked change of mind.

Lesson 1 — The Person of the Spirit

Lesson 2 — His “strange” work of contrition

Lesson 3 — Conversion

Lesson 4 — Faith

Lesson 5 — Justification
Lesson 6 — A Holy Life
Lesson 7 — The “gifts” of the Spirit

Lesson 8 — Preservation
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Introduction

When distinctions matter.

“Since man...is found and can be considered in four distinct, dissimilar states,
the question at present is not (1) what was the condition of [man] before the
Fall...(2) nor what sort of a condition he will have in spiritual things after he
has been regenerated...(3) nor when he rises from the dead. But the principal
question is only and alone (4) what the [condition] of the unregenerate man
is...in his conversion and regeneration...” (Formula of Concord, Thorough
Declaration, Art. II, P2).

At first glance, that may seem like an overly careful or even unnecessary distinction. Why not simply
talk about faith, or about living the Christian life? Why spend so much time carefully defining man’s
condition?

. Why must these distinctions be kept so clear?

Those distinctions may seem tedious—but they are both important and necessary. Wherever God’s
truth is concerned, clarity matters. When Scripture speaks precisely, we must listen precisely. If we
blur the lines God himself has drawn, we don’t just lose detail—we risk misunderstanding the truth
itself. Careful distinctions are not an exercise in technical theology; they are a way of guarding what
God has revealed so that we hear it rightly and confess it faithfully.

This is especially important when we consider how Scripture describes conversion. Jesus says that no
one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:3). Conversion is not
described as a cooperative effort between God and man, but as the work of the Holy Spirit alone.

». What danger arises if we misunderstand man’s natural condition?

This study will help us understand what conversion is and how the Holy Spirit brings a sinner from
unbelief to faith.

[2]
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Our Need for Conversion

1 Corinthians 12:3 — Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says,
“Jesus be cursed,” and no one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit.

“I believe that I cannot by my own thinking or choosing believing in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to
him. But the Holy Spirit has... (Luther’s Explanation to the Third Article).

». What’s the only thing natural man brings to the table as he encounters the Holy Spirit?

. List as many ways as we can that we forget or act as though conversion is not solely the
responsibility of the Holy Spirit?

Pictures of Our Depravity
SPIRITUAL BLINDNESS

Isaiah 60:2a —See, darkness covers the earth and thick darkness is over the peoples,

2 Corinthians 4:3-4 — And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. The
god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of
the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.

». What does this picture add to our understanding of our natural spiritual state?

John 1:5 — The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.

~. How does this verse (2 Cor 4:3-4) demonstrate that this condition is not due to the absence
of God’s grace or help, but lies in man himself?

1 Corinthians 2:14 — The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit

of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually
discerned.

[3]
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». What are the “things of the Spirit of God”?

». How does the phrase “does not accept” help us understand natural spiritual blindness?

». What does Paul mean when he says natural man without the Spirit cannot “understand”
those truths of salvation?

. As we encounter unbelievers, why is this truth important to remember?

SPIRITUAL DEATH

Ephesians 2:1 — As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins,

Ephesians 4:19 — Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to
indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more.

\. What does this picture add to our understanding of our natural spiritual state?

. As we encounter unbelievers, why is this truth important to remember?

SPIRITUAL ENMITY

Romans 8:7 — the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do.

\. What does this picture add to our understanding of our natural spiritual state?

. As we encounter unbelievers, why is this truth important to remember?

[4]
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Pictures of Our Conversion

ENLIGHTENMENT

Acts 26:18 — ... to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of

Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are
sanctified by faith in me.

1 Peter 2:9 — But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to
God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.

. What picture does the term “enlightenment” describe?

. Give examples of how a child of God sees things the way God does after the Holy Spirit has
enlightened him.

REGENERATION

Ephesians 2:4-5 — But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with
Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.

John 3:3-5 — In reply 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 0ld?” 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.

\. What picture does the term “regeneration” describe?

». How do these verses and this picture emphasize that conversion is the Spirit’s work, not
ours?

The Holy Spirit carries out this work of regeneration through the Gospel—spoken and heard in the
Word and applied in Baptism.

[5]
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CONVERSION

Jeremiah 31:18b — Restore me, and I will return, because you are the Lord my God.

s. What picture does the term “conversion” describe?

S, What does this mean for the will or desires of a believer vs. an unbeliever?

\. Why is this such a comforting truth found in the doctrine of conversion: The desire for
salvation through Christ is already a mark of a true Christian?

. Are these pictures of conversion all describing the same thing or describing different steps
in a process?

REPENTANCE

When this change, which is brought about by the Spirit’s operation in our hearts, is looked at from
man’s point of view, it is often called “repentance”. The word “repentance” literally means “a change of
mind”. It consists of contrition (last lesson) and faith (next lesson).

. Explain this statement expounding upon repentance: Contrition is a change of mind about
sin and faith is a change of mind about salvation.

Conclusion

When the Holy Spirit accomplishes his work of converting our sinful hearts to faith, a human being
finds true comfort. That is why Jesus said the Holy Spirit would come as a Comforter, to carry out
this divinely appointed and accomplished work in us and bring us the comfort of salvation.

(6]
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Application Project

Listening for Conversion
Work in pairs or small groups. Read the following conversation carefully. Pay attention not just to
what is said, but how conversion is being understood.

Ben: “I've been thinking a lot about my life lately. I don’t think I really understood things before, but
a few months ago something changed. I felt convicted about how I was living, and I knew I needed to
get right with God.”

Rachel: “What do you mean by that?”

Ben: “I don’t know... I just felt it. Like I couldn’t ignore it anymore. So one night I prayed and told
God I was sorry and asked Jesus to come into my heart. That’s when everything kind of clicked.”
Ethan: “Yeah, that’s usually how it works. There’s that moment where you finally decide to follow
Christ.”

Maria: “I don’t really have a moment like that. I was baptized as a baby, and I've just always believed.
I guess I never had that one turning point.”

Ethan: “Yeah, but at some point it has to become your decision, right? Otherwise it’s just something
your parents chose for you.”

Ben: “I mean, I do think it became real for me that night. Like, I actually meant it.”

Rachel: “But what makes you sure? Like, how do you know that’s when it really happened?”

Ben: “I guess because I felt different. More serious. Like I actually wanted to do better.”

Maria: “I've had times like that too—where I feel closer to God. But I don’t know if that’s the same
thing.”

Rachel: “I remember learning that faith comes through the Word... like hearing God’s promises. And
Baptism too. Doesn’t God actually do something there?”

Ethan: “Yeah, but that’s kind of the outward part. What really matters is what’s happening inside
you.”

Ben: “I don’t know... I mean, I know Jesus died for my sins. I just feel like that’s when I finally
accepted it.”

Discuss
1. Identify specific statements that are true, and those that are partly true but need
clarification. Where do you hear good instincts—and where do you hear confusion?

2. Where is the cause of conversion being placed in this conversation? Is it being
located in something God does—or in something happening within the person?

3. What is missing or underemphasized about how the Holy Spirit actually brings a

person to faith? How would you gently redirect this conversation to reflect what Scripture
teaches?
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Additional Exercises

>

Read John 1:12—13
How do these verses distinguish between human decision and God’s action in becoming a child
of God? What phrases explicitly rule out human will or effort as the cause of conversion?

Read Acts 16:13—15 (Lydia)
What role does the Lord play in Lydia’s coming to faith? How does this account help us
understand the relationship between hearing the Word and the Spirit’s work in conversion?

Read Titus 3:4—6

How does this passage describe what happens in conversion (pay attention to the images used)?
Who is the subject of the verbs in this passage—and what actions are attributed to him? What
(if anything) is attributed to man?

Read Romans 10:17
Where does faith come from according to this passage? How does this correct the idea that
faith originates in a personal decision or internal experience?

Next Lesson Preview

In this lesson, we have seen how the Holy Spirit confronts us with a truth we would never arrive at on
our own—that we are sinners who cannot rescue ourselves. But the Spirit’s work does not end there.

In the next lesson, we will look more closely at faith—what it is, how the Holy Spirit creates it, and
why it saves not because of its strength, but because of its object: Jesus Christ.

[8]



