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John 3:1-21 
 3:1Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus who was a member 
of the Jewish ruling council. 2He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we 
know that you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could 
perform the signs you are doing if God were not with him.” 
 3Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God 
unless they are born again.” 
 4“How can someone be born when they are old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely 
they cannot enter a second time into their mother’s womb to be born!” 
 5Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of 
God unless they are born of water and the Spirit. 6Flesh gives birth to flesh, 
but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. 7You should not be surprised at my saying, 
‘You must be born again.’ 8The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its 
sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is 
with everyone born of the Spirit.” 
 9“How can this be?” Nicodemus asked. 
 10“You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these 
things? 11Very truly I tell you, we speak of what we know, and we testify to 
what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. 12I have 
spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you 
believe if I speak of heavenly things? 13No one has ever gone into heaven 
except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man. 14Just as Moses lifted 
up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15that 
everyone who believes [persuaded, has faith in] may have eternal life in him.” 
 16For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that 
whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17For God did 
not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world 
through him. 18Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does 
not believe stands condemned already because they have not believed in the 
name of God’s one and only Son. 19This is the verdict: Light has come into the 
world, but people loved darkness [their sinfulness] instead of light because 
their deeds were evil. 20Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not 
come into the light for fear that their deeds will be exposed. 21But whoever 
lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that 
what they have done has been done in the sight of God. 
 



  In our history there are a series of spiritual events that are known 

collectively as THE GREAT AWAKENING. The first Great Awakening began 

in the 1730's and was a time when thousands and thousands of people 

responded to the call of God upon their lives and ordinary people (like you 

and me) experienced God's touch upon their hearts, they repented of their sin 

and gave their lives to God's service. These changed individuals changed the 

entire culture. God was doing a great work. 

  Throughout our history, these moments of great revival have happened 

a number of different times and in a number of different places among 

differing communities of people. And in every one of those spiritual moments, 

the power of God has transformed lives and impacted the world. 

  I attended Asbury Theological Seminary in the late 1970's and when I 

arrived on campus they were still talking about an event that they called the 

Great Asbury Revival. This revival started in 1970 at a chapel service being 

held in Hughes Auditorium at Asbury College, which was right across the 

street from the seminary. This great revival started as an ordinary thing that 

became an amazing thing and changed thousands of people's lives. 

  I am reading here from a report that was written about that great 

spiritual moment, 

 "On that Tuesday morning in 1970, Custer Reynolds, Asbury’s 
academic dean and a Methodist layman, was in charge. President 
Dennis Kinlaw was traveling. Reynolds did not preach. Instead, 
he briefly gave his testimony, then issued an invitation for 
students to talk about their own Christian experiences. There was 
nothing particularly unusual about that. 
 One student responded to his offer. Then another. Then another. 
 “Then they started pouring to the altar,” Reynolds said. “it just 
broke.” 
 Gradually, inexplicably, students and faculty members alike 
found themselves quietly praying, weeping, singing. They sought 
out others to whom they had done wrong deeds and asked for 
forgiveness. The chapel service went on and on." 

 



  The chapel service was scheduled for 50 minutes but ended up lasting 

185 hours, non-stop, 24 hours a day and then continued intermittently for 

weeks. Ultimately, it spread across the United States and into foreign 

countries. Some say it is being felt even today. 

  One ordinary moment when people opened their lives to listening for 

God to speak became a moment of great surrender and transformation. God 

was doing an amazing thing AND we need to understand that our amazing 

God is doing that same kind of work today and we should be praying that 

God will do that work in our lives this morning. 

  When I was serving three small churches in southern Indiana, they had 

an expectation that every year we would host a weekend revival. We would 

bring in a special speaker and some special musicians and plan special 

worship services for Friday night, Saturday night, Sunday morning and 

Sunday evening. We would fix refreshments and print posters and invite all 

of our friends and neighbors to come and receive a blessing from the Lord. 

These people believed that God could touch our lives and revive our souls 

again and one of the songs that they sang on a regular basis is the song that I 

want you to hear now. It is entitled “Send a Great Revival in My Soul.”  

  It’s not the greatest piece of music that has ever been written but I 

believe that what it says is meant be a prayer that each of us should learn to 

pray. 

  You probably understand by now that I’m kind of a sensitive soul and 

some of you have suggested to your friends that I shouldn’t use music in this 

way and so I feel I need to clarify for you that what you are about to hear 

(and should sing along with if you’re so inclined) is part of the message for 

this morning. This is not a “filler” and it is not entertainment. I hope you 

understand that I don’t sing to entertain you. I sing to give glory to God and 

to hopefully help you hear what I believe God is trying to say to all of us. 



  So, I want you to listen to these words,   

Send a Great Revival in My Soul 
Coming now to Thee, O Christ my Lord,  

Trusting only in Thy precious Word;  
Let my humble pray'r to Thee be heard,  

And send a great revival in my soul. 

Chorus  
Send a great revival in my soul, (in my soul)  
Send a great revival in my soul; (in my soul)  
Let the Holy Spirit come and take control,  

And send a great revival in my soul.  

Send the Holy Spirit now within,  
Burning out the dross and guilt of sin;  
Let Thy mighty works of grace begin,  
Oh, send a great revival in my soul. 

Send a great revival Lord in me,  
Help me that I may rejoice in Thee;  
Give me strength to win the victory,  
And send a great revival in my soul. 

Help me go for Thee, dear Lord, today,  
To some lonely soul that's gone astray;  

Help me lead them in the homeward way,  
Oh, send a great revival in my soul. 

Chorus 

  What you might have missed in the conversation up to this point is that 

revival is not exclusive to large gatherings of people and in reality most often 

happens in the lives of individuals. Revival changes people one person at a 

time and the power of that change spills over into the lives of everyone they 

know. 

  I believe that the story of Nicodemus is the story of a revival that took 

place in the life of an individual who was seeking the same kind of 

relationship with the living God that is at the heart of every great revival. 

  Nicodemus was a man, who on the surface, had everything a person 

might want in life. He was a "Pharisee" (which was a group of religious 



leaders that could be described as both a political party and a school of 

theological thought). At their core, the Pharisees believed that the most 

meaningful response that a person could make to the God of the universe was 

to obey THE LAW. 

  This meant that the Pharisees were the rule keepers and they spent 

their time defining and refining what obedience to the rules meant. This in 

turn meant that the Pharisees had a significant amount of power in the lives 

of ordinary people. Their teaching shaped every aspect of how people lived 

their lives every day.  

  In general, the Pharisees and Nicodemus in particular had status, 

power and money. By all of the measures of success (in their world and in 

ours) Nicodemus had it all BUT it apparently wasn't enough. There was 

something (some emptiness) that was driving Nicodemus to seek out Jesus.  

  This is when we should begin to realize that Nicodemus was a lot like 

us. We tend to spend our lives trying to achieve all of those things that we 

believe will make us happy or fulfilled or even satisfied AND it is not unusual 

for us to realize that (even if we have acquired everything that the world 

values) for some reason it isn't enough. The famous French mathematician 

(philosopher) Blaise Pascal once said,  

 "...there was once in man a true happiness, of which all that now  
remains is the empty print and trace?"  

  Pascal was making the observation that there is a deep spiritual hunger 

in all of us that can only be satisfied by a relationship with the living God. 

  Nicodemus somehow understood that if he was going to find answers for 

his questions (and possibly for his own emptiness) that he needed to talk to 

this miracle worker named Jesus. 

  The implication for us might be that if we have come to understand our 

own spiritual emptiness that we also need to go to Jesus.  



  Our Bible study leader for Annual Conference, Jim Winkler, who is the 

president of the National Council of Churches, reminded us that the core 

reason the Christian church in this country is in decline is that we have 

become disconnected from Jesus. We have stopped allowing our relationship 

to Jesus to define our lives; Jesus has simply become a pleasant add on, a 

fundamentally unnecessary spiritual supplement to our secular existence. 

AND what we need (and what the world needs) is to reclaim our own 

personal connection to the living Son of God. We need to do whatever we can 

to bring people into that kind of relationship. We need to be about the work of 

making new disciples. 

  We need to acknowledge that the answer to our spiritual emptiness is 

not something we can rationalize or intellectualize on our own. This story 

about Nicodemus and this conversation we are having today is not about a 

new class or a new program; this is about our willingness to open our lives to 

Jesus; about our willingness to let Jesus speak to us; about our willingness to 

SURRENDER our lives and allow Jesus to change us. 

  The Good News is that we don't have to live in our emptiness anymore. 

Jesus has come to give us each a chance to live our lives with new hope. 

  I believe that WHAT JESUS SAID TO NICODEMUS IS WHAT JESUS 

is trying to SAY TO US.  

 "... no one [exclusive] can see [perceive/understand] the kingdom of 
God [the rule of God / the understanding of the nature of God’s role] 

 unless they are born again.” John 3:3 

  None of us (and we shouldn't miss this point); none of us can perceive 

God's rule in our lives unless we have been enlightened by God. 

  This would be a place to say a good word for a theological concept that 

we, as Wesleyans, should be talking about all the time; "prevenient grace." 

God didn't wait for us to find him he came to us. "Prevenient Grace" is the 

free gift of God; God calling out to us and inviting us to begin our lives again. 



  The phrase "born again" has gotten a lot of bad press over the last few 

decades mostly because we all know people who have used the phrase to 

imply that they have some (almost exclusive) relationship with God that 

makes them somehow spiritually superior to us. BUT they have lived their 

lives in such a way that it also suggests that they haven't yet completely 

embraced the entire gospel. 

  But the Greek phrase that is used here can also be translated as "born 

from above" and I believe that what Jesus was saying is (something that 

should be almost intuitive to us) that we can't be touched by God until we 

have become aware of God's presence in our lives. We cannot be changed by 

God until we are willing to recognize that God can make that change. So, we 

would say in the words of Jesus, 

"7You should not be surprised at my saying,  
‘You must be born again’ (or born from above)." 

  Jesus came so that ...  

"14Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of 
Man must be lifted up, 15that everyone who believes [persuaded, has  

faith in] may have eternal life in him.” 

  So, this is a conversation that had (and has) eternal consequences. "You 

must be born again," so all of us should respond by crying out to God, "send a 

great revival in my soul." 

  After his conversation with Jesus, Nicodemus continued to be both a 

Pharisee and a member of the Sanhedren (the Jewish leadership council). 

BUT, he also became a supporter and follower of Jesus. He appears again in 

the gospel story speaking in support of Jesus during his trial and then again 

at the time of Jesus' crucifixion. After Jesus had died Nicodemus and Joseph 

of Arimathea asked for the body of Jesus and arranged for Jesus' burial. 

  What we are supposed to understand is that Nicodemus was a man who 

was changed. He had everything you could achieve but he didn’t have the one 



thing that made his life matter. AND, in his relationship with Jesus, he 

found purpose and meaning for his life and a faith worth dying for. It can 

happen to us. It must happen to us. God can help us to begin to live our lives 

again. 

  After looking again at the story of Nicodemus, we should all be asking 

ourselves what is different about our lives because Jesus is a part of it AND 

then we should find ways to share the answer to that question with our 

family and our friends. This is what we call “evangelism;” Good News. 


