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What does it mean?

To become a Christian 
It’s common to read or hear about people 

who claim to be “born again” Christians. But I 
wonder if most people understand what being 
born again involves. I’d like to explain. 

The Bible is really quite clear about what is 
required to become a Christian. One doesn’t 
become a Christian by attending church, by 
living a good moral life, by being raised in 
a Christian home, or by believing what the 
Bible says about Jesus Christ. The only way to 
become a Christian is by entering into a per-
sonal relationship with Jesus Christ by being 
born again.

It’s hard for non-Christians to under-
stand the new birth. When Christ first told 
Nicodemus that he had to be “born again” to 
inherit eternal life, Nicodemus was astounded. 
“How can a person possibly be ‘born again’?” 
he asked. “Can he enter his mother’s womb 
after he’s grown and be born a second time?”

Born Again
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Spiritual birth
Nicodemus didn’t understand that Christ 

was talking about a spiritual birth. Just as a 
person becomes part of the human family 
through physical birth, he becomes part of 
God’s family through spiritual birth. When 
Christ explained how this spiritual birth works 
and what effect it has on a person’s life, He 
said, “The wind bloweth where it listeth, and 
thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst not 
tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth: 
so is every one that is born of the Spirit.” We 
can’t see the wind. We know it’s there, however, 
by the sound it makes and the things it does. 
Similarly, we can’t see the new birth. We know 
when it has taken place, however, because of 
the moral and spiritual changes it has made 
in a person’s life. 

Spiritual perception 
Being born again is like a blind man receiv-

ing sight. A whole new world opens to him. 
Things he couldn’t perceive or appreciate 
before—flowers, birds, bees, trees, animals, 
placid lakes, rushing streams, or sunsets over 
the ocean now take his breath away. When a 
person’s spiritual eyes are opened, a whole 
new world opens to him also.
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When Adam and Eve sinned, their spiritual 
lights went out. Furthermore, their rebellion 
plunged the entire human race into spiritual 
darkness. Because an unconverted person is in 
a state of spiritual darkness, he cannot perceive 
or appreciate spiritual things. He’s like a blind 
man trying to perceive the wonders of nature. 
Spiritual things can be perceived only by those 
who have had their spiritual senses made alive, 
only by those who have passed from spiritual 
darkness to spiritual light, from spiritual death 
to spiritual life (see 1 Peter 2:9).

From darkness to light
Why do some people pass from spiritual 

death and darkness to spiritual life and light 
while others do not? Jesus answered that ques-
tion. He said, “Light is come into the world, but 
men love darkness rather than light because 
their deeds are evil.” Some people don’t want 
to know the truth about God, Christ, sin, or 
salvation because it would make them uncom-
fortable if they did.

A university professor once said: “I used to 
think my problem with Jesus Christ was intel-
lectual. Now that I’ve made a careful study of 
His life and weighed the evidence of His deity, 
I’ve concluded that my problem with Him is 
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moral rather than intellectual. To be honest 
about it, I’m not a disciple of Christ because 
I don’t want Him messing up my life.” Despite 
his unbelief, he was at least honest about 
his difficulty with Christ. Most who claim to 
have intellectual problems with Christ haven’t 
really investigated the evidence. Their intellec-
tual objections are nothing more than a smoke 
screen to cover their sinful behavior. 

When Adam and Eve sinned, they hid 
among the bushes in the Garden. They didn’t 
want to face God after what they had done. 
Men have been hiding ever since.

A major difference between the person who 
has been born again and the one who has not 
is how they respond to spiritual enlighten-
ment. The university professor saw the light, 
counted the cost, and preferred to walk in 
darkness rather than repent. Another sees the 
same light, counts the cost, and repents of the 
sinful behavior that puts him at odds with God. 
Repentance and walking in the light always 
accompany the new birth.

From death to life 
Another difference is that one has received 

spiritual life and the other has not. One is alive 
in Christ; the other is dead in trespasses and 
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sins. Adam and Eve died spiritually when they 
sinned. This state of spiritual death remains 
until a person repents of sin and is made alive 
by the Spirit of God.

After being born again, one young believ-
er exclaimed, “I went to the altar like a can-
dle without light. There was no meaning or 
purpose in my life. But while I was kneeling 
in prayer something happened. God touched 
my heart. He set my candle on fire. Everything 
is different now. Spiritual death has been 
replaced with spiritual life. A love for Christ 
has been planted in my heart. I’ll never again 
be the same.”

Amazing moral and spiritual changes occur 
when a person comes to Christ. Spiritual 
things that seemed unimportant and worth-
less before are suddenly filled with meaning. 
Worldly pleasures which were so important 
before suddenly lose their appeal. Old things 
pass away; all things become new!

The new birth is difficult to explain to some-
one who has not experienced it. How do you 
explain spiritual darkness being replaced by 
spiritual light? How do you explain spiritual 
death being replaced by spiritual life? How 
do you explain a person’s character being 
changed in a moment of time? Yet, this is what 
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happens when a person gives his heart and life 
to Christ. It’s what God promised when He said, 
“A new heart will I give you and a new spirit will 
I put within you.” It’s what He promised when 
He said, “I will put my laws in your mind and 
write them upon your hearts.” It’s what hap-
pens when God places His love in our hearts 
(see Ezekiel 36:26; Hebrews 8:10).

A new heart
The new birth is not man reforming him-

self. It is not man turning over a new leaf or 
resolving to do better. It is God changing a 
man’s heart from the inside out. 

A group of barbers, wanting to show their 
true Christian spirit, took a derelict from skid 
row and gave him a haircut, a bath, and a 
shave. Then, they dressed him in a new suit 
of clothes, paid three months’ rent on an apart-
ment, and gave him $250.00 to make a brand-
new start in life. Three days later, however, the 
man was in the gutter again, new suit and all. 
Their mission had failed. Why?

They had cleaned their man up on the 
outside. They had taken their man out of the 
gutter, but they hadn’t taken the gutter out of 
their man. They hadn’t changed the passions 
of his heart. Only God can do that. 
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Supernatural transformation 
Christianity is not adhering to a creed, 

attending church, or believing the right things 
about Jesus Christ. It is Christ coming to live 
within a person’s heart and making marvel-
ous changes from the inside out. Drunkards 
become sober, prostitutes have their virtue 
restored, thieves become honest, the stingy 
become generous, liars become truthful, the 
grumpy become kind, and the hateful become 
loving. Salvation is not self-improvement; 
it is complete transformation: a conversion. 
Before conversion man dislikes what God likes. 
Afterward he likes what God likes. “If any man 
be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things 
are passed away; behold, all things are become 
new.” That’s what being born again is all about. 

Satan tries to convince people they don’t 
need a heart change. Some people live very 
good lives, it’s true. But no one is so good 
that he doesn’t need God’s forgiveness and a 
change. Spiritual life comes only when Christ 
enters the heart. 

The new birth is like the caterpillar becom-
ing a butterfly. An ugly worm becomes a beau-
tiful butterfly. Is it the same creature that it 
was before? Yes, that newly born butterfly is 
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the same creature that went into the chrys-
alis. But no, it obviously is no longer a cater-
pillar. There’s been a great metamorphosis, a 
transformation.

Some people think they must straighten 
their lives out before coming to Christ. But 
we can’t change our sinful nature any more 
than a leopard can change its spots. Only God 
can regenerate our hearts. He doesn’t ask us 
to change ourselves. He asks us to come as we 
are. He’ll do the rest.

Some have a great emotional experience 
when they come to Christ and are born again. 
Others experience little or no emotion. They 
may not even be able to pinpoint the exact 
time when they gave their hearts to Christ, but 
they know they did. They know because they 
trust and serve Christ and have His joy and 
peace in their hearts.

Born of God’s Spirit 
Conversion is similar to the wind. To some it 

comes as a gentle breeze; to others as a rush-
ing tornado. To some it is a quiet and tender 
experience; to others it is very dramatic. The 
important thing is that Christ moves from the 
outside of your heart to within.

“As many as received him,” the Bible says, 
“to them gave he power to become the sons 
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of God, even to them that believe on his name” 
(John 1:12). To receive Christ means that one 
surrenders his self-will and invites Jesus to take 
control of his life. 

Through the ages God has been calling 
people to Himself. Those who have come have 
been born again by His Holy Spirit. They have 
received His forgiveness, His joy, and His peace 
in their hearts. 

In the third century, Cyprian (bishop of 
Carthage) wrote to his friend Donatus: “It is a 
bad world, Donatus, an incredibly bad world. 
But I have discovered in the midst of it a quiet 
and holy people who have learned a great 
secret. They have found a joy which is a thou-
sand times better than any of the pleasures 
of our sinful life. They are despised and per-
secuted; but they care not. They are masters 
of their souls. They have overcome the world. 
These people, Donatus, are Christians . . . and 
I am one of them.” 

That is one of the most wonderful confes-
sions a person can ever make. I am one of them 
too. What about you?

—Ralph Woerner, adapted
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