
“Unbelievers Have No Saving Grace” 
(John 3:1-12)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last week, we started breaking ground on a definition of what we call special, 
saving or sanctifying grace.   
a.  As we surveyed those who wrote on this subject, it became clear that they 

weren’t quite sure what it was.   
b.  They all understood that it was linked in some way to the influence of the 

Spirit, at least as the One who gives it or applies it.   
c.  But none of them could put their finger on exactly what it is.   
 

2.  Charles Hodge came perhaps the closest to defining it, where he wrote:   
a.  “Hence it is that the greatest of all gifts secured by the work of Christ, that 

without which salvation had been impossible, the Holy Ghost, in the 
influence which He exerts on the minds of men, has in all ages and in all 
parts of the Church been designated as divine grace” (Systematic, 2:654).   

b.  Divine grace is something the Spirit does, some influence He exerts, 
particularly on the minds of men.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  This is a good place to start, but as we’ll see, Edwards will take us much deeper 
into the subject.   
a.  We’ll begin by looking at some of his thoughts from his work Treatise on 

Grace.1     
(i)  This particular work was never published during Edwards’ lifetime – 

which means it was never edited for publication, making it a bit more 
difficult to understand.   

(ii)  It was probably written during his years at Stockbridge, but was 
unknown to the world until Alexander Grosart published it in Edinburgh 
in 1865, in a work entitled Selections from the Unpublished Writings of 
Jonathan Edwards, over a hundred years after it was written.2   

(iii)  Grosart was a Presbyterian minister in Scotland in the 19th Century who 
was responsible for reprinting the works of such Puritan writers as Richard 
Sibbes and Thomas Brooks.  He also compiled a bibliography of the 
works of Richard Baxter.   

                                                 
1Jonathan Edwards, Treatise on Grace.  Reprinted in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, ed. Sang 

Hyun Lee, 21 vols. (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 2003), 21:153-197.   
 
2 Harold P. Simonson writes, “Edwards brought together his ideas on the nature of saving grace in 

his Treatise on Grace, probably written during the Stockbridge years but unknown until Alexander 
Grosart published it in Edinburgh over a hundred years later in 1865.”  Harold P. Simonson, Jonathan 
Edwards:  Theologian of the Heart (Reprint, Macon:  Mercer University Press, 1982), p. 142.   
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(iv)  Apparently, he had possession of several of Edwards’ manuscripts that 
had never been published, from which he put together two volumes.  This 
work was included.   

 
b.  In his Treatise on Grace, Edwards will not only show us that saving grace is 

the Spirit’s special work on the heart of the elect – rather than directly on the 
mind, as Hodge believed – but he will also show us why it is particularly the 
Spirit who has been appointed in the plan of redemption to do so.   

 
2.  Wanting to use this doctrine for its evangelistic thrust rather than as an end in 

itself, Edwards begins his treatment of the subject by proving that saving grace 
is something unbelievers have nothing of.  This is important to understand for 
two reasons:   
a.  First, it proves that conversion is something that must happen in an instant:  

one either has grace or he does not.   
(i)  These are the only two possible conditions a person might be in with 

respect to grace.   
(ii)  Once the Spirit gives a person grace, he is in that moment converted.   
(iii)  There is nothing in between:  you are either a believer or an unbeliever.   
 

b.  Even more important, it shows us that it is impossible for an unbeliever to 
convert himself:  only the Spirit can give what is necessary for a man to 
believe.   

c.  So let’s consider the biblical arguments Edwards uses to prove that 
unbelievers have no saving grace at all, and are therefore entirely dependent 
on God for their salvation.   
(i)  This is how he states his objective in this section:  “That special or saving 

grace in this sense is not only different from common grace in degree, but 
entirely diverse in nature and kind, and that natural men not only have not 
a sufficient degree of virtue to be saints, but that they have no degree of 
that grace that is in godly men, is what I have now to shew.”   

(ii)  To prove his point, he gives us eight arguments, of which we’ll look at 
only four this evening.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  Edwards’ first argument to show that unbelievers have nothing of saving grace is 
what Jesus says to Nicodemus:  “That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that 
which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6).   
1.  When Christ told Nicodemus that his natural birth was not enough to gain 

entrance into God’s kingdom, but that he must be born again of the Spirit, Christ 
was pointing him to the fact that, by nature, he “has nothing at all of that which 
Christ calls spirit, whatever that be.”   
a.  “All that a man [has] that has been the subject only of a natural birth don’t go 

beyond that which Christ calls flesh:  for however it may be refined and 
exalted, yet it cannot be raised above flesh.  ’Tis plain, that by flesh and 
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spirit, Christ here intends two things entirely different in nature, which cannot 
be one from the other” (154).   

b.  Those who are born only of the flesh have only flesh, and nothing more.   
c.  But those who are born again of the Spirit have spirit.   
 

2.  What the Bible means by flesh and Spirit are moral principles that are absolute 
opposites.   
a.  Paul tells us that they war against each other in the believer:  “For the flesh 

sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; for these are 
in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you 
please” (Gal. 5:17; Cf. also vv. 19-23).   

b.  When we sow to one or the other, we get opposite results:  “For the one who 
sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who 
sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life” (6:8).   

c.  One brings rebellion against God leading to death, while the other brings 
submission to God resulting in life and peace:  “For the mind set on the flesh 
is death, but the mind set on the Spirit is life and peace, because the mind set 
on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of 
God, for it is not even able to do so, and those who are in the flesh cannot 
please God” (Rom. 8:6-8).   

d.  Those who have only the first birth have only the flesh and nothing of the 
Spirit; only those who have the new birth have the Spirit as well.   

 
B.  Edwards’ second argument to show us that unbelievers have nothing of God’s 

saving grace is that Scripture tells us quite clearly that those who do not have the 
Spirit do not belong to Christ, but only those who have the Spirit belong to Him 
(155).   
1.  Paul tells us in Romans 8:9, “However, you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, 

if indeed the Spirit of God dwells in you.  But if anyone does not have the Spirit 
of Christ, he does not belong to Him.”   
a.  Clearly the unbeliever has nothing of the Spirit.   
b.  And having nothing of the Spirit, he will also have nothing of those gracious 

fruits Paul speaks of in Galatians 5:22-23 that accompany salvation, “But the 
fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.”   

 
2.  On the other hand, those who have the Spirit belong to Him:   

a.  John writes, “The one who keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He 
in him. We know by this that He abides in us, by the Spirit whom He has 
given us” (1 John 3:24).   

b.  And, “By this we know that we abide in Him and He in us, because He has 
given us of His Spirit” (1 John 4:13).   

c.  The Spirit is the down-payment of our inheritance, God’s pledge that He will 
give us the full inheritance.   
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(i)  “Now He who establishes us with you in Christ and anointed us is God, 
who also sealed us and gave us the Spirit in our hearts as a pledge” (2 Cor. 
1:21-22).   

(ii)  “Now He who prepared us for this very purpose is God, who gave to us 
the Spirit as a pledge” (2 Cor. 5:5).   

(iii)  “In Him, you also, after listening to the message of truth, the gospel of 
your salvation -- having also believed, you were sealed in Him with the 
Holy Spirit of promise, who is given as a pledge of our inheritance, with a 
view to the redemption of God's own possession, to the praise of His 
glory” (Eph. 1:13-14).   

(iv)  Those who don’t have this earnest of the Spirit, who have nothing of the 
Spirit, have no title to that inheritance in heaven.   

(v)  Unbelievers have nothing of the Spirit.   
 

C.  Third, Edwards shows us that unbelievers have no saving grace in them by what 
Peter tells us in 2 Peter 1:4:  that only true believers are partakers of the divine 
nature (155-156):  “For by these He has granted to us His precious and magnificent 
promises, so that by them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having 
escaped the corruption that is in the world by lust.”   
1.  Peter, when he speaks of those who partake of the divine nature, is clearly 

referring only to believers.  Consider the context:  “Grace and peace be 
multiplied to you in the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord; seeing that 
His divine power has granted to us everything pertaining to life and godliness, 
through the true knowledge of Him who called us by His own glory and 
excellence.  For by these He has granted to us His precious and magnificent 
promises, so that by them you may become partakers of the divine nature, 
having escaped the corruption that is in the world by lust” (vv. 2-4).   

2.  The “divine nature” and “lust” he speaks of are clearly opposite principles.   
a.  Those who are of the world have only “lust” dwelling in them.   
b.  But those who distinguished from the world have the “divine nature,” that 

comes from God, giving them everything having to do with life and 
godliness, and granting them God’s promises.   

c.  Only believers are said to partake of the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4).   
d.  Therefore unbelievers have nothing of the Spirit.   
 

D.  And fourth, and finally for this evening, Edwards shows us that unbelievers have 
no saving grace in them (of nothing of the Spirit) by the fact that they “have no 
degree of that relish and sense of spiritual things or things of the Spirit, of their 
divine truth and excellency, which a true saint has (156):  “But a natural man does 
not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he 
cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised” (1 Cor. 2:14).   
1.  As we’ve seen, a natural man is one who doesn’t have the Spirit, doesn’t belong 

to Christ and has nothing more than the natural birth.   
a.  Here we see that the natural man is void of any sense, perception or 

discerning of the things of the Spirit:  “they are foolishness to him; and he 
cannot understand them.”   
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b.  He is a stranger to them; he doesn’t know what they mean; “he knows 
nothing of the matter any more than a blind man of colors.”   

c.  It’s not that he doesn’t possess a spiritual sense to the same degree as the 
saint:  he doesn’t possess it at all.   

d.  If he did have something of the fruit of the Spirit, he might at least know 
something about it.   

 
2.  The reason why the unbeliever doesn’t perceive and understand these things is 

because he doesn’t have the Spirit of God dwelling in him.   
a.  These things are taught by the Spirit (vv. 10-13).  If natural men had 

something of the Spirit, they would understand spiritual things at least to 
some degree because the Spirit would teach them.  He is the anointing that 
John speaks of who teaches us all things (1 John 2:27).   

b.  As it is, they understand nothing and believe what they do know to be 
foolish.   

c.  They are totally blind to them, which is why in conversion, the eyes of the 
blind are said to be opened, as we saw this morning in Acts 26:18.   

 
3.  In closing, let’s make these two applications:   

a.  First, if you have God’s Spirit, then give all the glory to God, for He is the 
One who has granted you this infinite blessing.   

b.  Second, if you don’t, realize that only God can give the Spirit, who is the 
only One who can give you what you need to be saved.  If this is your 
situation, come to Christ and ask Him for His Spirit to make you able and 
willing to believe.  Amen.   


