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You Must Be Born Again 
John 3:1-15 

 
Intro 
 
There is no greater figure at the center of the 18th century “Great Awakening” revival in the 
U.S. than British, Anglican preacher George Whitfield  
 
A complicated man who had significant flaws and was a study in contradictions - glaring issues 
including the owning of slaves and advocate for slave ownership while later in life advocating 
for the rights of black folks and was one of the first people to preach the gospel to slaves,  
 
The best of men are men at best - nevertheless God used this flawed charismatic preacher to 
spark one of the greatest revivals the world has ever seen  
 
Known for his loud and dynamic preaching, he proclaimed the gospel - Christ and him crucified 
to 10s of thousands who gathered in parks and fields to listen to his dramatic sermons. At the 
center of his proclamation was his repeated exhortation to his audience “you must be born 
again.”  
 
So repetitive was this exhortation “you must be born again” - a story is told about a friend 
approaching Mr. Whitfield and asking him “why are you constantly declaring in your preaching 
that you must be born again?” And Whitfield replied “because…you must be born again.”  
 
One of the men who was attracted to Whitfield’s preaching was founding father Benjamin 
Franklin and an unlikely friendship George Whitfield and Benjamin Franklin - no evangelical 
christian himself - was formed.  
 
“You don’t believe…” “yes but he does”  
 
He us’d indeed sometimes to pray for my Conversion, but never had the Satisfaction of 
believing that his Prayers were heard. Ours was a mere civil Friendship, sincere on both Sides, 
and lasted to his Death. (Franklin) 
 
letter from Whitfield to Benjamin Franklin you can find on the National Archives: 
 
I find you grow more and more famous in the learned world. As you have made a pretty 
considerable progress in the mysteries of electricity, I would now humbly recommend to your 
diligent, unprejudiced pursuit and study, the mystery of the new birth. It is a most important, 
interesting study; and, when mastered, will richly answer and repay you for all your pains. 
One, at whose bar we are shortly to appear, hath solemnly declared, without it we cannot 
enter the kingdom of heaven. You will excuse this freedom. I must have something of Christ 
in all my letters. (George Whitfield) 
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Whitfield gave his life to the declaration of the gospel and the exhortation to all who would 
listen “You must be born again - without the new birth we cannot enter the kingdom of 
heaven” His conviction and exhortation was rooted in our text this morning. In our text we hear 
from Jesus himself and we find that Whitfield’s exhortation that you must be born again is 
simply Whitfield repeating the exhortation of our Lord Jesus Christ: 
 
Let’s respond to Whitfield’s appeal to Franklin - Let’s spend our time together apply ourselves 
to the diligent pursuit and study of the mystery of the new birth 
 
I. The Necessity of the New Birth  
II. The Source of New Birth  
III. The Foundation of the New Birth  
 
I. The Necessity of the New Birth  

 
A. The beginning of the ministry and miracles of Jesus. He was in Jerusalem causing a stir - 

turning water into wine at a wedding, cleansing the temple by driving out those 
conducting business inside the temple.  
 

B. He’s gaining notoriety - crowds are forming - people are impressed - they are believing 
that Jesus is someone special because of the miraculous signs the text we looked at last 
week helped us to understand there are 2 ways to believe in Jesus - one of them is a 
sincere, humbled, and broken faith that longs to experience the grace and forgiveness 
that comes with submitting one’s life to Jesus and another way of believing in Jesus 
that does not save - a believing that wants the good things that He offers but not 
necessarily to follow him  

1. Jesus in his divine, penetrating, omniscience - looks into each one of us and knows 
exactly what is in our hearts - no fooling him 
 

C. Having been engaged in public ministry - Our text we find Jesus having a private 
encounter with a Pharisee named Nicodemus.  

1. A ruler of the Jews - not just a Pharisee - an elite spiritual authority - he approaches 
Jesus at night - we aren’t told why - it could be fear of man - not wanting his 
Pharisee bros to see him interacting with Jesus - or it was simply a good time to 
have an unhurried conversation after Jesus took a break from his ministry and 
miracles  

a) It seems that this coming in the dark of night and in his approaching the light of 
the world - in him was light - we are witnessing a profound interaction between 
darkness and light  

2. And he starts the conversation with a bit of flatter  
a) Rabbi - teacher - respect  
b) We know that you are a teacher come from God because no can do the 

miracles, the signs you are doing unless God is with you 
(1) Some pretension in his voice - “we know…” 
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D. Jesus - the one who knows what is in the hearts and minds of all cuts to the point - he 
answered him - truly, truly - I tell you the truth - authority - unless one is born again, he 
cannot SEE the kingdom of God  

1. Understand that Nicodemus was a pharisee - he was a very religious Jew - in this 
moment Jesus is confronting his religious credentials - he, as all faithful Jews in his 
day, believed that being a descendent of Abraham - their ethnic heritage as his 
offspring and faithfulness to the covenant was what opened up the kingdom of God 
to them - Jesus is announcing something totally different - the only way to see the 
Kingdom is by being born again 

In one sentence he sweeps away all that Nicodemus stood for, and demands that he be 
remade by the power of God. (Leon Morris) 
 

E. Nicodemus expresses confusion - I’m old - how can I be born again - can a man re-enter 
his mother’s womb in order to be born a second time?  

1. V. 5 Jesus speaks again and expands his initial declaration - I tell you the truth 
unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of heaven. 
What is he referring to water and the Spirit?  

[25] I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, 
and from all your idols I will cleanse you. [26] And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit 
I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a 
heart of flesh. [27] And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes 
and be careful to obey my rules. (Ezekiel 36:25-27) 
 

2. This is being fulfilled right in front of him  
 

F. Application 
1. The implication is, of course, that there is a rebirth that is absolutely essential - 

here’s why and we are to understand that there is death at work within us because 
of our sin - there is uncleanness so rigidly entrenched in our hearts and minds that 
a simple remodel project is insufficient  

 
Illustration: Flip this house shows - fixer upper, design on a dime, love it or list it, extreme 
makeover, flip or flop - Jesus show - show up lost cause - NOT JUST A NEW DECK OR WINDOWS 
- A COMPLETELY new construction AND CREATION is needed 
 
Imagine yourself as a living house. God comes in to rebuild that house. At first, perhaps, you 
can understand what He is doing. He is getting the drains right and stopping the leaks in the 
roof and so on; you knew that those jobs needed doing and so you are not surprised. But 
presently He starts knocking the house about in a way that hurts abominably and does not 
seem to make any sense. What on earth is He up to? The explanation is that He is building 
quite a different house from the one you thought of - throwing out a new wing here, putting 
on an extra floor there, running up towers, making courtyards. You thought you were being 
made into a decent little cottage: but He is building a palace. He intends to come and live in it 
Himself. (C.S. Lewis) 
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2. In fact, the Scriptures teach us that apart from the grace of God we are not merely 

people who sin but we are dead in sin. Rebirth - indeed resurrection power is what 
is required to turn our hearts from self-centered sinners who resist God to Christ-
following disciples who love God  

3. See the absolute, non-negotiable need for the power and grace of God - GOOD 
NEWS FOR ANY WHO ARE AWARE OF SIN and weakness 

And ah for a man to arise in me, That the man I am may cease to be. (Alfred Tennyson)  
 

4. Jesus goes on to describe how this new birth happens  
 

II. The Source of the New Birth 
 

A. V. 6 - that which is born of the flesh, is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit 
- reproduces accordingly - flesh = human 

1. To be born again is to be born of the Holy Spirit - v. 7 don’t marvel - don’t be 
surprised at this teaching - as a man deeply shaped by the OT Scriptures - Jesus 
rebukes his lack of understanding - he does it again in v. 10 
 

B. The source and power of the New Birth is in the Holy Spirit - God himself in and 
through the Spirit raises sinners to new, spiritual life  

1. There is no religious practice or spiritual technique involved - the working of the 
Spirit moving to powerfully regenerate sinners is mysterious and unseen - like the 
wind 

a) You can hear the sound of wind blowing and you can see the effect of wind 
blowing - trees swaying, little whirlwinds at the shopping center 

Illustration: My pavilion - I saw the powerful effect  
 

C. Just as we cannot see or meaningfully control the wind - we simply observe its effect - 
We cannot see or control the Holy Spirit but we can observe the powerful effect of the 
Spirit when one is born again by the Spirit and their life changes - new passion, new 
desires, new fervency to pursue Christ  

Illustration: My heart change toward people  
1. Witnessing the effect is to witness a miracle  

Illustration: Ezekiel’s valley of dry bones  
 
[11] Then he said to me, “Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. Behold, they 
say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are indeed cut off. ’[12] Therefore 
prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord GOD: Behold, I will open your graves and raise 
you from your graves, O my people. And I will bring you into the land of Israel. [13] And you 
shall know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves, and raise you from your graves, O 
my people. [14] And I will put my Spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you in 
your own land. Then you shall know that I am the LORD; I have spoken, and I will do it, 
declares the LORD.” (Ezekiel 37:11-14) 



Living Hope Church 10 April 2022 

 

5 

 

 
D. Application  

1. The new birth is nothing less than the power of God by the Holy Spirit raising 
spiritually dead people to life in God  

The change which our Lord here declares needful to salvation is evidently no slight or 
superficial one. It is not merely reformation, or amendment, or moral change, or outward 
alteration of life. It is a thorough change of heart, will, and character. It is a resurrection. It is 
a new creation. It is passing from death to life. It is the implanting in our dead hearts of a new 
principle from above. It is the calling into existence of a new creature with a new nature, new 
habits of life, new tastes, new desires, new appetites, new judgments, new opinions, new 
hopes, and new fears. All this, and nothing less than this is implied, when our Lord declares 
that we all need a ‘new birth.’ (J.C. Ryle) 
 

E. All present who have entrusted themselves to Christ have experienced this  
1. No testimony - walking miracles! 

 
III. The Foundation of the New Birth  

 
A. V. 9 - Nicodemus protests - “how can these things be?” - Jesus answered him with a 

rebuke - in essence you are the teacher of Israel and you don’t understand? Jesus is 
surprised that a man who is so educated in the Scriptures - MEMORIZED MOST IF NOT 
ALL - and has made it his life’s work to teach the Scriptures is ignorant about so many 
things that the OT pointed too, prophesied of and described.  

Illustration: Seminary degree - PHD in Bible and can still be utterly lost 
 

B. v. 11 for the third time “truly, truly I say to you” - I’m bearing witness about these 
things as someone who has the inside track on understanding how these things work 
because I come from heaven.  

Illustration: NFL insiders  
1. v. 12 if you don’t understand these realities of the Spirit powerfully working now to 

raise sinners to spiritual life how will you believe me when I talk about even more 
heavenly, future realities that he will unfold as we work through this Gospel 
 

C. V. 13 I am the Son of Man who has descended from heaven - incarnation - and in v. 14-
15 he describes how these realities of eternal life applied by the Holy Spirit would be 
accomplished - He does so with another reference to a somewhat obscure and bizarre 
story found in the OT - specifically:  

[4] From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom. 
And the people became impatient on the way. [5] And the people spoke against God and 
against Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there 
is no food and no water, and we loathe this worthless food.” [6] Then the LORD sent fiery 
serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many people of Israel died. [7] 
And the people came to Moses and said, “We have sinned, for we have spoken against the 
LORD and against you. Pray to the LORD, that he take away the serpents from us.” So, Moses 
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prayed for the people. [8] And the LORD said to Moses, “Make a fiery serpent and set it on a 
pole, and everyone who is bitten, when he sees it, shall live.” [9] So Moses made a bronze 
serpent and set it on a pole. And if a serpent bit anyone, he would look at the bronze serpent 
and live. (Numbers 21:4-9) 
 

1. Just as God provided a gracious provision to underserving, complaining, ungrateful 
sinners - a provision of the lifting up of the bronze serpent to save them from death 
and the consequence of sin - so must the son of man be lifted up - that whoever 
believes in him may have eternal life  

2. His being “lifted up” is where the eternal life applied by the Holy Spirit originates  
[32] And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” [33] He said 
this to show by what kind of death he was going to die. (John 12:32-33) 
 

3. Palm Sunday - Good Friday is when he was lifted up lifted to die as our substitute - 
bearing the consequence of our sin - the wrath of God we have earned because of 
sin - the death and judgment that hangs over our eternal destinies apart from grace  

a) He absored  
4. Lifted from the grave - lifted in his ascension to heaven to sit at the right hand of 

the Father - interceding - all who see him - all who look to him in humility and faith 
- like the Israelites saved from death - more eternal life to all who believe  
 

D. Application  
1. Call to unbelievers  

A day will come when those who are not born again will wish they had never been born at all. 
(J.C. Ryle) 
 

a) No matter how religious or spiritual you think you are - insufficient - praying, 
Bible study, serving and loving others - reflections of the new birth  

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has 
caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 
dead, (1 Peter 1:3) 
 

2. Informs our Evangelism - Bridge Course  
a) Spirit is sovereignly blowing - all who believe will receive - compatible - pray 

spirit blow in power  
[14] How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to 
believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone 
preaching? [15] And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How 
beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!” (Romans 10:14-15) 
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3. Church planting - we proclaim Jesus Christ  
a) Our privilege and responsibility to go to those who are dead in sin and declare 

you must be born again and to joyfully share the good news of this one who 
came to give eternal life  

(1) Revival language  
 
 
Close  
 
Don’t feel to bad for Nicodemus because later in John, we find him attending to the burial of 
Jesus - understand that he listened to Christ and believed - ask him in heaven! 
 
One more time I declare as did George Whitfield - You must be born again. Let no one leave this 
room unaware of their need or the gracious provision for all who believe  
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