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11

Foreword

Clayton King has been one of my best friends for over twenty 
years. He’s one of the primary reasons I’m a pastor. In 1999, I 
was freshly retired from the National Football League and not 
sure what I was supposed to do with my life. Somehow, in a 
way that only God in his love could orchestrate, I was invited 
to share my testimony at an evangelistic event Clayton put 
on in a small North Carolina town. We connected instantly. 
We’ve been friends ever since. I suspect that most of my early 
speaking engagements were because of him. He leveraged his 
good name on my behalf. Because people trusted him, they 
trusted me. I will always be grateful to him.

In 2004, when my wife was diagnosed with cancer and had 
to take time away from our ministry to heal, Clayton and his 
ministry team took over all of the ministry logistics my wife 
could no longer handle until she got better. That’s the kind of 
man he is. Clayton is a great preacher, but he’s a better man. 
He loves Jesus, the gospel, and seeing people come to know 
and love Jesus.

I offer this background information to you as a gift. A 
book is only as good as the character of the person writing 
it. Not only does Clayton embody the character of Jesus but 
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12 Foreword

he unveils Jesus in his writing. In the pages of Reborn, like a 
tour guide on some great adventure, Clayton is going to lead 
you to the heart of Jesus. Whether you are exploring who Jesus 
is or have journeyed with Jesus for a long time, this book is 
going to transform you.

Clayton has a unique gift of writing. As you read, you will 
find yourself seeing, tasting, and experiencing the historical, 
biblical insights he is going to share with you. He has first-
hand knowledge of Israel, rooted in his nine trips to the Holy 
Land. This book paints pictures of beauty and grace that are 
just captivating. Clayton writes, “To be reborn means to be 
born of God. As in God gives us a new life. A fresh start. A 
new identity.”

As you read Reborn, your hunger for God is going to in-
crease. You are going to want to know him more, and from 
knowing him more you will find yourself lost in his beauty. 
You will experience a rebirth and new passion for Jesus. You 
will find yourself grasping what it means to be “born of God.” 
Literally, God shares his unending, transformative life with 
you. You become a participant in the very life of God the Fa-
ther, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. As Paul the apostle writes, 
“For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God” 
(Col. 3:3). Along with sharing the life of Jesus, God graciously 
gives us a new identity. This identity is unchanging because it 
is rooted in the unchanging redemptive work of Jesus.

In Christ, you are

forever forgiven
as righteous as Jesus
holy and blameless

a beloved child of God
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Foreword 13 

God’s dwelling place

God’s church

more than a conqueror

I could go on and on. But now it’s time for you to read 
Reborn.

Dr. Derwin L. Gray, lead pastor of Transformation Church  
and author of The Good Life: What Jesus Teaches  

about Happiness (June 2020, B&H)

_King_Reborn_LS_jck.indd   13_King_Reborn_LS_jck.indd   13 1/24/20   11:16 AM1/24/20   11:16 AM

Clayton King, Reborn
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



15

Introduction
What You Need for a New Beginning

It was late May in Jerusalem and it was hot, especially where 
we were standing at 4:00 p.m. on old Mount Zion. The streets 
were filled with people, both inside the walls of the old city 
and outside the walls in the new city, and bustling with tour 
buses and Palestinian and Israeli families heading home for 
the evening.

Earlier that day, we had gathered in the garden of Geth-
semane to read the story of Jesus and his last night with the 
disciples before he was arrested, tried, and crucified. In the 
garden, the olive trees are the great- grandchildren of the very 
olive trees Jesus would have knelt and prayed under two thou-
sand years earlier, descendants from the “olive shoots” that 
grow from the base of old olive tree matriarchs, mother trees 
that have given birth to countless thousands of olives through-
out the centuries.

That morning we stood where Jesus asked his Father to take 
away the cup of suffering that awaited him on the cross, and 
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16 IntroductIon

we laid our hands on members of our team who were sick, 
asking our Father to let the cup of sickness pass by them. The 
presence of the Spirit was tangible.

Now, nearly eight hours later, on the western side of the 
Kidron Valley, my friend David Lewkowicz and I stood on 
a hot sidewalk that felt like an oven baking cookies, look-
ing across to the Mount of Olives and Gethsemane below. In 
Gethsemane Jesus chose to go through with his mission. All 
the way. To the cross.

As my friend David and I waited for our bus to pick us 
up, along with seventy other sweaty American pilgrims, I re-
membered that fifty yards from where we stood, on the same 
road, was the grave of Oskar Schindler. As a member of the 
Nazi party in Germany leading up to WWII, Schindler saved 
more than 1,200 Jews during the Holocaust by hiring them 
to work in his factories under the guise of building munitions 
for Hitler’s army.

I mentioned this to David, assuming he’d seen the movie 
Schindler’s List. He said, “Are you serious? You know Schindler 
saved three of my Jewish relatives from the gas chambers, 
right?”

No. As a matter of fact, I did not know that.
A pastor of an evangelical church in North Carolina, David 

had wanted to visit the land of his ancestors, and as a Jewish 
person who believes Jesus is the Messiah, he wanted to walk 
where Jesus walked. We’ve been friends for years, but it was 
in this moment, standing on that hot sidewalk with the old 
city above us and Gethsemane across from us, that I realized 
just how practically powerful salvation is.

David was standing less than a football field away from 
the grave of the man who’d saved his ancestors from certain 

_King_Reborn_LS_jck.indd   16_King_Reborn_LS_jck.indd   16 1/24/20   11:16 AM1/24/20   11:16 AM

Clayton King, Reborn
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



IntroductIon 17 

death in 1944. He’d had no idea he was so close to the source 
of his family’s salvation.

In that moment salvation felt more real, more meaningful 
than it had before. As a pastor, I talk about salvation all the 
time. It’s my job and my calling. And yet, standing there, I 
felt the weight of salvation in a new way. It was the difference 
between life and death for David’s family. It was the difference 
between freedom and a concentration camp.

While we’re not in danger of being loaded onto a train 
by Nazis and sent to our death, we’re all in danger of being 
ruined by some sin that seeks to control us. The problems we 
face are just as deadly and just as eternal.

There is an enemy that seeks to break us and destroy our 
lives.

The solution is encountering Jesus.
In John 10:10, Jesus clearly states his sole purpose in com-

ing to earth: “The thief comes only to steal and kill and de-
stroy; I have come that they may have life, 
and have it to the full.” That’s what this 
book is about.

The next day we visited two places in 
Jerusalem where tradition tells us Jesus’s 
tomb is located: the Garden Tomb and the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Though 
history and tradition favor the Holy Sep-
ulchre as the most likely location of the 
empty tomb, the only thing that makes the 
tomb of Jesus important is that it’s empty.

Actually, the only thing that makes Jesus important, if you 
really want to get down to business, is that his grave has been 
vacated.

There is an 
enemy that seeks 
to break us and 
destroy our lives. 
The solution is 
encountering 
Jesus.
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18 IntroductIon

The death of Jesus on the cross secures the forgiveness 
we need for the sins we have committed. The resurrection of 
Jesus from the dead opens up for us a new beginning, another 
chance at life.

The chance to be reborn.

What about You?

What would our lives look like if we had a gigantic do- over? If 
we had the power to change the things in our lives that often 
seem impossible, wouldn’t we do it? Well, we can. By opening 
our lives up to Jesus, we’re inviting true, lasting change that 
not only makes us better people but also gives us the ability 
to help others find that same kind of power to change. We 
can help save others by pointing them to the only source of 
salvation.

So, what about you? Where are you on your journey? What 
things in your life need to be changed? Do you need faith to 
replace your fear? Do you need to know that you’re uncondi-
tionally loved by God despite your mistakes? Are you searching 
for deeper meaning in your life beyond school or your job?

You could be a college student struggling with direction, 
a mom with small kids searching for your purpose, or a suc-
cessful business owner with a secret addiction that controls 
you. Maybe you’ve come to the end of your rope, or you’re 
all out of ideas and your energy is tapped out. Or you just 
cannot seem to forgive that person who hurt you so deeply. 
It doesn’t matter to Jesus. He sees you. He loves you. He can 
change you. He’s offering you a chance to be reborn.

For almost thirty- five years, I’ve seen people from all over the 
planet encounter the person of Jesus in strange, unexpected 
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IntroductIon 19 

ways, and I’m more convinced than ever that Jesus does really, 
truly, literally change everything.

When I began working on the concept for this book, I made 
a list of all the characters in the New Testament who had 
some kind of encounter with Jesus I considered profound or 
fascinating. I wanted to show how Jesus changed everything 
then and how he still changes people now.

This book will, in part, relive some moments when people 
I’ve met were reborn because of an encounter with Jesus. It 
will also connect these stories with actual women and men in 
the Bible who had similar experiences when they met Jesus.

Though thousands of years have passed since Jesus walked 
the earth, people haven’t really changed in their basic nature, 
and Jesus hasn’t changed at all. 
People are still searching, imper-
fect, and broken, and Jesus is still 
seeking and saving the lost. He’s 
still giving people a chance at a 
new life, a do- over, an opportu-
nity to be reborn.

Let me ask you a question: Do 
you feel like you’re walking in the 
dark sometimes?

Maybe you’ve spent more time 
warming a church pew than a 
barstool and can name the books of the Bible forward and 
backward, but you’ve never been reborn by faith in Jesus.

Or perhaps the reverse is true, and you’re carrying around 
the heavy baggage of your past sins and shame. Maybe you’re 
trying to manage your image on the outside, but there’s a void 
on the inside no one can feel but you.

People are still 
searching, imperfect, 
and broken, and Jesus is 
still seeking and saving 
the lost. He’s still giving 
people a chance at a 
new life, a do- over, an 
opportunity to be reborn.
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20 IntroductIon

Maybe you’ve been hurt by the people in your life or even 
the church, and you’re wondering if Jesus is any different. Can 
you really trust him to help you and not hurt you?

Or maybe you’re gripped by anxiety, crushed by heartbreak, 
consumed by depression, or crippled by fear of what you can’t 
control. The solution to your problem can’t be found in a 
prescription or a pill. You need a Person.

It’s not an exaggeration to say that encountering Jesus 
changes everything. Let’s take the journey together, through 
these pages, and see how Jesus has extended hope and salva-
tion to real people who desperately needed it.

As we do, you’ll see how he offers salvation to you as well.
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one
Turn On the Light  
in Your Life

In his classic book Eternity in Their Hearts, Don Richardson 
chronicles stories of people all over the world, from differ-
ent cultures and backgrounds, separated by decades and 
thousands of miles, and the jaw- dropping ways they came 
to faith in Christ. The book made a profound impression on 
me as an evangelist, in part because so many of the stories 
he shares bear striking similarities to people I’ve known 
who’ve been reborn by the unpredictable and unstoppable 
love of Jesus.

As Richardson cataloged in his book, and missionaries and 
pastors are increasingly reporting, people by the scores are 
being introduced to Jesus by . . . well . . . Jesus. From the Hi-
malayas of Nepal to the sand dunes of Saudi Arabia, women 
and men are reporting meeting Jesus for the first time in vi-
sions and dreams. Sometimes he appears to them in broad 
daylight and tells them that he died on the cross and rose from 
the dead to save them. Other times he comes to them in their 
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22 reborn

sleep, smiling, with his arms open, inviting them to taste and 
see that he’s real.

Jesus: The World’s Best Evangelist

In the summer of 2008, my wife, Sharie, and I spent several 
weeks in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, building relationships with 
college students studying in the capital city of a nation that 
calls itself a Muslim country. “KL,” as the city is often called, 
has become a new locus of education for Asia and the Middle 
East.

We held a conference hosted by a Chinese/Malaysian 
church where over six hundred university students attended. 
We ate meals with them, helped them with their English, and 
held services complete with worship and preaching. Some 
of them were followers of Christ, but the majority were not 
Christians. Surprisingly, they were very open to hearing us 
speak about our faith.

Among the hundreds of students we met, one young man 
stands out: a twenty- year- old Hindu man named Richie. He 
had an amazing afro and an infectious grin on his thin face. 
And he loved to debate.

He and I ate lunch together one afternoon. Hours after 
hundreds of other students had left the cafeteria, we still 
sat across a table from each other arguing for and against 
Christianity.

After about three hours, we decided to call a truce. I wasn’t 
about to convert to Hinduism and he could never seriously 
consider Christianity out of respect for his Hindu family, both 
living and dead. He also said he wasn’t convinced that Jesus 
had risen from the grave.
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turn on the LIght In Your LIFe  23 

“So if someone could prove to you that Jesus was really 
raised from the dead, would you become a Christian?” I said.

“Of course. I would follow a man who defeated death, the 
greatest enemy. But you could never prove to me that Jesus is 
alive. I would have to see him. I believe that he lived and died. 
But not that he lives today.”

Richie wasn’t ready to be reborn that afternoon. There 
was no way I could prove to him that Jesus was raised from 
the dead.

The next day, I preached my final message at the conference. 
When I asked any students who wanted to be reborn to stand 
to their feet and confess their faith publicly in Jesus, I saw 
Richie’s huge afro in the very back row. He was standing up.

I went straight to him at the end of the service because I 
wanted to know if he understood what he was doing when he 
confessed his sins to Christ and prayed for Jesus to save him 
and become Lord of his life.

I still have my journal, where I wrote down what he said:

In my dream [a few nights ago], Jesus did not say anything to me. 
He just smiled at me, and he was surrounded by bright light. And in 
my dream, I just knew that he loved me so much. He made me feel 
very safe and calm. I had peace all over my body, and all my fear and 
anxiety went away. Then after we talked at lunch, he came back to me 
again that night and I felt his love again. Then when you asked us to 
be reborn, I felt warm and loved, and I knew that he really was alive.

Who better than the actual resurrected Jesus to come and 
prove to a Hindu in Malaysia that Jesus was really resurrected 
from the dead?

The following day, a small group of us toured KL, and 
Richie asked if he could tag along. He asked question after 
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24 reborn

question about how he could be a lifelong disciple of Jesus. 
He also immediately wanted to know how to tell his Hindu 

family he’d been saved by Jesus. Then 
he asked me if we could pray together 
for his family to become followers of 
Jesus too.

When Christ calls us, he wants to 
rescue us. Come into our hearts. Take 
control of our lives. Make us a new per-
son. Change us from the inside out. Be-
come our Friend and Savior and Lord. 
These are all different ways of saying 
the same thing: we can be reborn.

The Darkness of Night

I want to revisit one small detail of Richie’s story that centered 
around two themes: the night and the light.

There was a darkness over Richie’s life. He couldn’t com-
prehend the gospel. It was dark in his mind. At night, in the 
darkness, Jesus revealed himself. He was surrounded by light. 
The light was stronger than the night. Jesus turned the light 
on and Richie could now see.

Think of how this parallels your life. Each of us has fought 
to comprehend things beyond our understanding. As they say, 
you don’t know what you don’t know, right? You can’t fully 
understand all the mysteries of God. But don’t let that stop 
you from knowing what you can know about God.

In other words, you don’t have to stay in the dark when 
it comes to God and salvation. If you want to better under-
stand God, to know how he feels about you, to comprehend 

Who better than the 
actual resurrected 
Jesus to come and 

prove to a Hindu 
in Malaysia that 

Jesus was really 
resurrected from 

the dead?
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turn on the LIght In Your LIFe  25 

what he thinks about you, to be convinced that he’s real and 
that he loves you, just look at Jesus. That’s when the light 
comes on.

There was another man who 
understood the night and the light, 
and his encounter with Jesus is the 
genesis for what we know as being 
“born again.” His late- night talk 
with Jesus, recorded in John 3, is 
ground zero for the whole idea of 
being reborn.

Jesus can turn on the light in 
your life. No matter what kind of 
darkness you’ve faced or may be 
living in right now, it’s no match for the illuminating power 
of Jesus. Being reborn is like someone turning on the light in 
a dark room. You can finally see.

A Man Who Had It All

There was an air of excitement throughout ancient Palestine 
as the Passover holiday fell upon the city once again. Tradi-
tions were relived and parties were thrown across Israel, but 
there was nowhere like the holy city.

Like Times Square on New Year’s Eve, Jerusalem was at the 
heart of the Passover festivities. If you were an Israelite, it was 
the place to be. The holiday was, and still is, as paramount to 
the Jewish people as Easter is to Christians.

At Passover, Jews gather to remember how God liberated 
them from captivity in Egypt and used Moses to deliver them 
as a nation after hundreds of years in exile as slaves.

If you want to 
understand God, to know 
how he feels about you, 
to comprehend what he 
thinks about you, to be 
convinced that he’s real 
and that he loves you, 
just look at Jesus.
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26 reborn

To fully understand the significance of the holiday, we have 
to travel to its roots, which we find in the book of Exodus. 
When the “all- powerful” Pharaoh refused to free God’s people 
from slavery, God plagued Egypt with a series of incredibly 
unfortunate events. Soon enough, both the Hebrews and the 
Egyptians would discover that it was God, not Pharaoh, who 
was all- powerful.

Exodus 11 sets the stage for the final plague that became 
the first Passover. After Pharaoh refused yet another of Mo-
ses’s demands to free God’s people, the Lord sent one final 
detrimental blow. That night, God would take the life of the 
firstborn sons and animals of every household in Egypt— with 
one exception. God commanded Moses to tell the Jews in 
Egypt to mark their door frames with the blood of a sacrificed 
lamb that night. That sacrifice would serve as their protection, 
and God would “pass over” their homes and their families, 
sparing them from death.

That first Passover was pivotal to the freeing of the Jewish 
people from slavery and their eventual return home, an act 
of salvation that hinged on sacrifice, bloodshed, God’s grace, 
and faith. Sound familiar? It’s a foreshadowing of the perfect 
Sacrifice to come.

A Tug toward the Light

The Passover would’ve been familiar to Nicodemus, a man 
we’re introduced to 1,500 years later. Nicodemus was a mem-
ber of the Sanhedrin, the ruling religious council of his day. 
Think congress, but without a separation of church and state. 
He would have been like a senator or the head of the House 
Intelligence Committee. He had great power. He was an expert 
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turn on the LIght In Your LIFe  27 

in religious law. Nicodemus was also fully aware of everything 
the Passover celebration entailed.

Yet despite all of that knowledge, Nicodemus didn’t have 
all the answers. None of his training had prepared him for the 
radical events unfolding around him that Passover season, all 
of which centered around Jesus. Nicodemus had to see this 
man for himself.

Just before meeting Nicodemus, Jesus had arrived in Jeru-
salem for the Passover and entered the temple. He was out-
raged by what he saw as money changers ripped off poor Jew-
ish worshipers, selling them “acceptable” animals for sacrifice 
and pocketing the profits. Jesus famously turned over their 
tables and drove them out of the temple courts with a whip 
(John 2:13–24).

I believe this event motivated Nicodemus to go find Jesus. 
He was most likely an eyewitness that day. He saw Jesus en-
raged at the injustice that had crept into the temple, and he 
had so many questions he wanted to ask him. But Nicodemus 
wasn’t just an ordinary man. His job was to judge individuals 
like Jesus.

It was very early in Jesus’s ministry, but the rumors were 
already spreading about this miracle worker from Galilee. 
Every good Jew was waiting and praying for the Messiah. 
Could this be him?

It was the responsibility of the Sanhedrin to investigate 
such rumors and verify or deny them. They would send a 
delegation in such cases, so that “two or three witnesses” 
could corroborate or crush the story. That’s why it’s so odd 
that Nicodemus came alone to see Jesus. How would it look 
for Nicodemus to be seen fraternizing with Jesus, a man who 
flipped tables and talked about destroying the temple?
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His reputation meant everything to him, but something 
was pulling him toward this man, and it was worth risking his 
good name and position to go find him. But just to be safe, he 
would pay him a visit at night. When it was dark.

We do the same thing. We use darkness to cover our cu-
riosity, to disguise our deeds, or to hide our indiscretions. 
It’s our nature. When we’re afraid others might see us doing 
something embarrassing, we do it in the dark. But in the dark, 
don’t we also feel a compulsion toward the light? Haven’t you 
felt a tug toward Jesus?

The Light

John 3 tells us Nicodemus went to meet with Jesus under the 
cloak of night, using darkness as a cover. Don’t miss the major 
significance of this.

The darkness here reached far deeper than the night sky. 
The night enshrouding Nicodemus was a mirror image of 
the darkness inside of him, both of which were about to be 
confronted by the light of the Son.

Time and time again, John uses imagery that contrasts 
darkness and light. For example, John 1:4 tells us that “in him 
was life, and that life was the light of all mankind.” John was 
Jesus’s closest personal friend. He knew him personally, inti-
mately. His description of Jesus as the light of all humankind 
was purposefully placed at the beginning of his eyewitness 
account of the life of Christ.

John continues, “The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness has not overcome it” (v. 5). While the NIV and sev-
eral translations use the word overcome here, we can gain a 
fuller perspective by looking to the original translation. The 
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Greek word used in verse 5 is katalambano, which means “to 
comprehend or attain.”

Think about trying to navigate your house in the middle of 
the night because the power has gone out. You can’t see the 
couch or tell the difference between a table or a recliner. In the 
same way, John sets the tone for his personal account of Jesus 
and Jesus’s interactions with people employing the dichotomy 
of “the night” and “the light.” That makes sense paired with 
John 1:9–10, which sets the stage for Jesus’s ministry: “The true 
light that gives light to every one was coming into the world. He 
was in the world, and though the world was made through him, 
the world did not recognize him.”

Those verses come to life just a couple of chapters later 
when Nicodemus used the darkness as a cover to come face- 
to- face with the light. He couldn’t make out who Jesus really 
was. He recognized something in him, a kind of light, but 
he couldn’t comprehend it yet. The Spirit was drawing this 
wealthy religious expert directly to Jesus.

This was scandalous: the rich religious professional who 
had it all humbled himself by seeking out a young man with 
no pedigree, no formal training, and no religious résumé.

Looking for Answers

Breaking with tradition, Nicodemus came alone, without a 
delegation of witnesses. Maybe, in the dark, no one would see 
him. But Jesus saw him. He was ready and waiting.

Nicodemus approached Jesus with diplomacy.
“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” (3:2).
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Jesus answered bluntly and went straight at his heart. He 
always does.

“Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God 
unless they are born again,” Jesus answered (v. 3). But why 
on earth would Jesus tell him to be reborn?

In Judaism, there were six ways to understand the concept 
of being “born again,” but not a single one of these applied 
to Nicodemus in that moment:

 1. When a gentile converted to Judaism

 2. When a husband and wife married and became one flesh

 3. When an ordained rabbi completed his formal education 
and took up his official position as a teacher of the law

 4. When a man was crowned as king of Israel

 5. At the bar mitzvah when a Jewish boy turned thirteen 
and became a man in the eyes of the community

 6. When a rabbi became so respected and honored that 
he was named the head of his own rabbinical school*

Jesus had to be talking about something altogether differ-
ent. So Nicodemus responded with, “How can someone be 
born when they are old? . . . Surely they cannot enter a second 
time into their mother’s womb to be born!” (v. 4). What Jesus 
told him to do was impossible.

The notion of literally returning to the womb he came from 
and being born a second time as an adult was absurd. But that 
wasn’t what Jesus was saying.

Jesus continued, “You should not be surprised at my say-
ing, ‘You must be born again.’ The wind blows wherever it 

*Robby Gallaty, The Forgotten Jesus: How Western Christians Should Follow 
an Eastern Rabbi (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2017), 136–37.
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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” (vv. 7–8). Now we see what was drawing Nicodemus 
to Jesus all along! It was the Holy Spirit, the Third Person 
of the Trinity, who is still calling people to be reborn today.

In that breath, Jesus was offering Nicodemus a new life, 
in spite of the good life he seemed to already have. He was 
using an earthly concept, birth, to describe a heavenly con-
cept: rebirth.

Having achieved “born again” status on his own in the 
traditional Jewish sense made it hard for Nicodemus to accept 
that he needed to humble himself and let grace do the work 
of salvation. The same is true with us. The hardest thing to 
do is to humbly admit that we actually need what Jesus has 
to offer. Our thought process goes like this . . .

Why surrender control to Jesus when I can make it just 
fine on my own?

I have everything I could ever want without becoming re-
ligious, so why would I want to change things now?

Why would I want to be reborn when I’m pretty sure I was 
born okay the first time?

Still in the dark, Nicodemus asked, “How can this be?” 
(v. 9). Despite all his head knowledge, Nicodemus didn’t have 
heart knowledge. He was twelve inches from being reborn, the 
distance from his head to his heart. He had verses and facts 
about God in his head. But Jesus wanted him to open his heart 
to God, who happened to be standing right in front of him.

To be reborn means to be born of God. As in God gives us 
a new life. A fresh start. A new identity.

Nicodemus struggled to comprehend this truth but he 
wanted to understand. He was willing to ask questions. And 
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in the midst of his darkness and doubt stood Jesus. The night 
and the light, face- to- face.

Jesus didn’t force Nicodemus to believe or scare him into 
submission. On the contrary, he got real with him: “‘You are 
Israel’s teacher,’ said Jesus, ‘and do you not understand these 
things?’” (v. 10).

Believing in Jesus and accepting the life he offered was a 
choice that fell squarely on Nicodemus’s shoulders. Until he 
understood who Jesus was and allowed the light to pierce the 
darkness, he would remain under its veil. So Jesus left Nicode-
mus with the truth and a decision to make: Would he believe?

Jesus gives each of us the same choice. No one can believe 
for you. It’s your decision. Jesus won’t force his way into your 
heart. On the contrary, he will pursue you, listen to your ques-
tions, and care for you, just to prove to you that he loves you. 
But believing and receiving that love is up to you.

The key to rebirth and eternal life is simply to receive the 
light and believe in the Son. As Moses gave the people the law 

of God, it was that same law that 
demanded blood for the forgiveness 
of  sin. Jesus would die under the 
law, shedding his blood on a cross, 
to liberate those who would believe 
in him from the burden of the law. 
They could live in God’s family. 
They could start over. They could 
be reborn.

This same gift is on offer for us 
today. We don’t have to pay our way 

in, work our way in, or sweet- talk our way in. We just have to 
believe, to put our faith in the person of Jesus Christ.

We don’t have to pay 
our way in, work our 

way in, or sweet- talk 
our way in. We just 

have to believe, to put 
our faith in the person 

of Jesus Christ.
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Reborn

To a man like Nicodemus, who seemed to have it all, Jesus’s 
words were groundbreaking.

Aren’t they the same to us today? Our words, our actions, 
our past, our mistakes, and our social status all define us. 
When we hear the gospel, it’s almost too much to comprehend; 
it seems too good to be true. But what if it is true?

When we come face- to- face with the blinding light of grace, 
it’s almost as inconceivable as crawling back into our mother’s 
womb and being born a second time. Yet it’s what Jesus of-
fered Nicodemus, and it’s the same free gift Jesus offers us 
today.

The light is better than the night. Only Jesus can turn the 
light on for us to see.

A Changed Man

We don’t know for certain when Nicodemus fully put his faith 
in Jesus. But we know he encountered Jesus that night, and it 
changed everything for him. How can we tell?

Nicodemus comes up two more times in the Gospel of 
John. First, when the Sanhedrin is calling for Jesus’s arrest, 
Nicodemus tells them to first hear Jesus out before condemn-
ing him. Now openly defending Jesus, he wants his colleagues 
to get the same opportunity to hear Jesus that Nicodemus 
had received (7:51).

The last time we see Nicodemus is just after Jesus’s crucifix-
ion, when he purchases expensive burial spices and helps one 
of Jesus’s followers named Joseph of Arimathea to prepare 
his body for burial.
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What a bold contrast to the man who slipped out to meet  
Jesus in the middle of  the night! With seventy- five- plus 
pounds of myrrh and aloes to help wrap the body for the 
tomb, he was now blatantly, boldly identifying himself, in 
broad daylight, as one of Jesus’s followers (19:38–42). That 
is the definition of being reborn. His night was turned into  
light.

By no coincidence, immediately after Jesus’s encounter 
with Nicodemus comes arguably the most famous verse in 
the Bible. And it offers the answer to every reason that could 
ever hold you back from being reborn.

“For 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” (3:16).

The Light of the World loves you so fiercely that he gave 
his life as a sacrifice for you. The God who breathed life into 
your lungs endured the greatest suffering imaginable for the 
chance to breathe eternal life into you.

“Whoever believes” includes you and me, even in the depths 
of our darkness. Even when we think we have it all, we don’t 
have what we need until we have Jesus. Wherever we are, what-
ever questions keep us up at night, he has the answer. In fact, 
he is the answer, and he isn’t remotely afraid of our darkness 
or our doubts.

Here’s the beautiful thing that happens when we encounter 
Jesus: while we may come to him with questions and confu-
sion, we don’t have to leave that way.

With a saving knowledge of Christ comes the assurance 
of his promises.

In other words, you and I never again have to settle for “I 
don’t know” when we’re reborn, because we’re the children of 
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