Identifying My Identity #3

“Who I Am by Conversion”

2 Corinthians 5:16-17

My friend Allan Bell likes to put puzzles together. Recently he put together a 1000-piece puzzle incorporating three Norman Rockwell paintings. I believe it took him four weeks working an hour a day to complete it. Congratulations!

Whether you like to do jigsaw puzzles or not, I am certain you realize that one piece of a puzzle does not make the entire picture. Each piece is important—a missing piece certainly stands out—but all of the pieces need to fit together in order to see the whole picture.

I feel that way about this sermon series, “Identifying My Identity.” Each of these messages provides part of the picture, but not all of it. Our first message considered who I am by creation; that every human being is created in the image and likeness of God and has inherent worth. Last week we examined who I am by corruption; that sin has entered the human race and contaminated us—body, soul, and spirit. Both of these messages were true, yet neither contained the whole truth on the matter of our identity. 

The good news is that by creation we are made in God’s image and likeness; the bad news is that by corruption we are contaminated by sin. The best news is that we can be redeemed by the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. This morning we will see who I am by conversion.

The Definition of the World

This morning I want to direct our attention to a couple of verses in 2 Corinthians chapter five. In verse 16 we see the definition of the world: “So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer.” What does Paul mean by “a worldly point of view”?

As we have seen previously, the world defines individuals (including themselves) by what they do, what they have, or to whom they are connected. Their identity is found in the roles, resources, and relationships in their life. They feel fulfilled when they are seen as having an image of success.

This explains Paul’s cryptic statement, “though we once regarded Christ in this way.” Not only does the world define themselves in this way; they define others by this standard also. The world looks at Jesus Christ by what He did while on earth, what He possessed, and to whom He was connected. From a worldly perspective, Jesus of Nazareth was totally unimpressive. 

As we have seen, defining one’s identity by our roles, resources, and relationships is risky because what we do, what we have, and to whom we are connected can change at any moment. Now the world claims one can define themselves any way they choose—as a wide variety of genders or even as a species other than human. And since nothing is absolute (except their claim that nothing is absolute), one’s identity can change any time.

Now verse 16 is written in the negative. This is the definition of the world—and we were all once part of the unbelieving world—but as Christians we are not to identify ourselves or others in this way. Our new relationship to Christ has brought about a new relationship to the world and the people around us. We no longer look at life the way we used to.

And so we do not define ourselves as the world does. We are not what we do for a living, what we have done in the past, or what we have the potential to do in the future. Our identity is not dependent upon the material wealth we have obtained—Jesus said in Luke 12:15, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” Nor do we derive our definition by our relationships—who are parents, spouse, children, or friends are. 

This also applies to how we view others. We are not to label others by what they believe or how they behave. Rather than calling someone an “atheist” or “alcoholic” or “transgender” or “homosexual” or “bisexual,” we need to see each individual as a human being created in the image of God for whom Christ died. We don’t define anyone the way the world does…or even they way they do.

Let’s consider a practical question: What do we say when a child or co-worker asks us to call them by their preferred gender? In his book God and the Transgender Debate, Andrew Walker discusses how Christians can gracefully interact with transgender family members, co-workers, or church visitors while not violating the truth or our conscience. In an article that came out after the release of his book, he points out that pronouns are not a small matter, for they are intended to describe reality. Yet “Christians should, in principle, not be needlessly combative or confrontational in how we navigate the language of transgenderism. We should attempt to be disarming and defuse circumstances ripe for conflict.” He goes on to say that, if possible, avoid using the pronouns at issue altogether. Instead, Walker says he is more likely to use their personal name because names are not intrinsically gendered. But he will not use preferred pronouns publicly because we must speak the truth. Quoting political commentator David French, he writes, “You cannot use my manners to win your culture war…I will not say what I don’t believe.”

What about employees who are expected to sign statements insisting on “diversity compliance” that would require you to use a person’s chosen pronouns? To quote Walker one more time, “If you find yourself in a setting where your employer is requiring you to violate your conscience as a condition of your employment, let me be as clear as possible: You need to be forthright with your employer. Ask for an exception. If it won’t be given, it might be time to find a new place of employment.”

But what if such coercion becomes standard for virtually all employers? We must allow for freedom of conscience among us, but we must also ask this question: Are we willing to pay the price of faithfulness to God and follow our conscience? Or, as Alexander Solzhenitsyn would ask us, are we willing to live by lies?

The Description of the Word

Moving on to 2 Corinthians 5:17, we see the description of the Word: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” Notice that Paul uses the word “if.” The conditional “if” indicates that the salvation that has been accomplished by Christ’s love is available to the whole world yet is not universally received.
 So what follows only applies to those who receive the gift of God’s grace.

Those who do receive this grace by faith are described as “in Christ,” which one author writes, “sums up as briefly and as profoundly as possible the inexhaustible significance of man[kind]’s redemption.”
 En Christō was unquestionably one of Paul’s favorite phrases, appearing 164 times in the chief Pauline letters and another half dozen in the form en Christō Iēsou (“in Christ Jesus”) in the Pastorals. This total is especially remarkable in view of the fact that other New Testament writers hardly ever used the phrase. Paul never used the term “Christian” (Christianos), rather en Christō seems to be his substitute for this adjective.

One of the most significant of these passages is found in Colossians 2:9-10, “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority.” Think of it—in Christ is all the fullness of God in human form, and in Christ we are given the same fullness! How is that for a defining statement of who I am by conversion! 

Paul reinforces his declaration in an allusion to the book of Isaiah.
 In Isaiah 42:9 we read, “See, the former things have taken place, and new things I declare; before they spring into being I announce them to you.” Then, in Isaiah 43:18-19, “Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the desert and streams in the wasteland.”
This will find its ultimate fulfillment in eternity, as described in Revelation 21:4-5, “He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away. He who was seated on the throne said, ‘I am making everything new!’”
Yet Paul is not speaking only of our ultimate future. When Christ invades a life, He performs a miraculous act of re-creation, similar to the extreme overhaul of creation itself that He will perform at the Second Coming. He brings into being something new. When this new life is born in us by the work of the Holy Spirit, we will be transformed from the inside out, changing our priorities, our relationships, and our actions.
 When a person becomes a Christian, God totally restructures their life, altering its whole fabric—thinking, feeling, willing, and acting.

When we come to Christ, “the old has gone.” Our sins are forgiven. Psalm 103:12 states, “As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.” First John 1:7 promises “the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all (or every) sin,” while verse nine says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”
Furthermore our guilt and shame are removed. Guilt is a God-given emotion that occurs when our mistakes and faults are brought to our own mind or publicly exposed. This may be a personal reminder of our own limitations and sinfulness. Shame, however, says that we ourselves are bad, of no value, or unworthy to exist—that we is hopelessly defective, unlovable, inferior, and worthless. Shame begins externally with a subtle implication through silence and neglect or with verbal denunciation through words of abuse. When such messages are repeated often enough, whether through words or actions, they become internalized into a false belief: I must be bad to deserve such terrible treatment. This becomes the core identity and the basis of thousands of future, flawed choices for the one suffering from shame.

Healing of shame begins when we identify and confess the lies we have believed about ourselves. We then must begin to replace those lies with biblical truth about who God is and who we are as His beloved children—persons of immeasurable worth, righteous and uncondemned.

Sometimes the victimizing acts done to us may be so shame-producing that we are still emotionally bound by that shame, even though we mentally understand our worth in God’s eyes. Or, if we have actually committed shameful acts, a deep sense of shame may remain even after confession and repentance. In these situations, those acts must be brought into the presence of Jesus. Ultimately, only He brings full emotional cleansing and freedom.
 Truly “the old has gone; the new is come.”
When Paul declares that for the Christian old things have passed away, the tense of the verb (aorist) points back to a definite moment or event, namely, the experience of the new birth. It is then that the old things—the distinctions, prejudices, misconceptions, and enslavements of the former unregenerate way of life—assume the character of pastness. “The new has come”: note the tense again (this time perfect), indicating that the old things became and continue to be new; for the newness of God’s new creation is not a newness that in course of time pales and grows old and outmoded; it is a newness that is everlastingly fresh and new.

In other words, when you become a Christian, you receive a new identity. As a child of God, your sin nature has been exchanged for a glorious new identity in Christ!
 This is the biography of every Christian! It is my biography.
 

You see, believers in Christ have not just turned over a new leaf. They have not simply managed to carry out a New Year’s resolution past February. Nor have they been brainwashed into some kind of cultish lifestyle in which their every move is determined by some guru on high. Rather, they are truly changed from within—transformed!

Not only are we saved from our old lives of sin and corruption; we’re saved to a new life in Christ. We’re new creations, and that means there’s a new way to be human.
 God has made it possible for any individual to have a new identity by moving us out of the family of Adam and adopting us into the family of Christ. Everyone who is “in Christ” experiences a new birth—“I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again” (John 3:3); receives a new heart—“I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh” (Ezekiel 36:26); and becomes conformed to the character of Christ—“For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers” (Romans 8:29).

This is the description of the Word regarding our identity. Rather than defining ourselves by what we do or have, we are identified by who we are…in Christ. By creation we are human beings made in the image and likeness of God; by corruption we are contaminated by sin that affects us body, soul, and spirit; and by conversion we are new creations through the Holy Spirit.

The Declaration of our Worth

This leads us to the declaration of our worth. John writes in 1 John 3:1, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” We are children of God through union with Christ. It is blind to socioeconomic class, caste, race, or nationality. Those who by faith are united to Christ are children of God.

How do you know who you are? You know who you are by faith, because the Spirit bears witness with your spirit that you are indeed sons and daughters of God, that your relationship is true. In the very depths of your being, you have borne within your heart a cry that only a son or daughter of God may utter, the most beautiful, intimate, exalting, and dignifying cry creation could ever hear. It is the cry in your heart by which you sound out, “Abba! Father!” simply communicating God is my father.

So, who am I by conversion? Simply put, in Christ I become what God had originally designed me to be. I am a sinner saved by grace. I am a human being created in the image and likeness of God, corrupted by sin, yet recreated in the image of Christ. I am a child of God, and nothing can take that away or diminish its significance.

In Christ we are free to be ourselves. That may sound strange, almost heretical, given our culture’s emphasis on being true to yourself. But like so many of the worst errors in the world, this one represents a truth powerfully perverted. When people say, “Relax, you were born this way,” or “Quit trying to be something you’re not and just be the real you,” they are stumbling upon something very biblical. God does want you to be the real you. He does want you to be true to yourself. But the “you” he’s talking about is the “you” that you are by His grace; not by your sin nature.
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