Identifying My Identity #4

“Who I Am by Connection”

selected Scriptures

Today you are You, that is truer than true. 

There is no one alive who is Youer than You.

Such goes the wisdom of Dr. Seuss, who published these lines over six decades ago. And, like much of his quirky writing, there is truth behind the tongue-twisting lines. Every person ever created by God is a unique entity with a personality and purpose all their own. Recognizing our identity and intention on earth can be challenging at times, but in the end, each one can know his or her life matters. Every life matters.

Over the past few weeks we have concentrated on “Identifying My Identity,” seeking to answer the question, “Who am I?” We have seen who I am by creation, a human being—male or female—created in the image and likeness of God; who I am by corruption, a human being contaminated by sin, affecting my body, soul, and spirit; and who I am by conversion, a sinner saved by grace being transformed into the image and likeness of Jesus Christ. The first two principles are true of every person ever conceived (with the exception of Jesus), while the third principle applies to those who receive the grace of God by faith. Despite what our culture tells us, our identity is not defined by what we do or have done, what we have or don’t have, and who we are related to or want to be related to. 

So far this study has focused on who we are as individuals. This is warranted, as the Bible points out that God ultimately deals with each person on an individual basis. In Ezekiel 18 God devotes an entire chapter to this concept. The bottom line is seen in verse 20, “The soul who sins is the one who will die. The son will not share the guilt of the father, nor will the father share the guilt of the son. The righteousness of the righteous man will be credited to him, and the wickedness of the wicked will be charged against him”; and in verse 30, “Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the Sovereign Lord.” 
In other words, when we stand before God, He will not hold us accountable for what anyone else did, said, or thought. Each person will be judged as individuals and each one’s eternal destiny will be determined on what he or she did with Jesus Christ. The Bible is a firm proponent of individual responsibility.

Yet we can take this emphasis too far. In this land of “rugged individualism,” we can lose sight of our collective identity. That phrase “rugged individualism” was coined in the late 1800s by novelist Horatio Alger, Jr., and popularized by presidential candidate Herbert Hoover in a 1928 speech. Individualism places too much emphasis on oneself. Individualism sets oneself as the center of the universe. Everything revolves around me. My needs, my wants, my feelings—these take precedence over everything else. To use another term, individualism is simply selfishness. This is what Dietrich Bonhoeffer referred to as “that individualism which is the consequence of sin.”

And so as we conclude our study on “Identifying My Identity,” I want to see who I am by connection. Centuries ago English poet-clergyman John Donne wrote: “No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.”
 This is also true, and to obtain a complete picture of who I am, I must consider who I am as part of a larger whole.
To do this I want to read two texts from the New Testament and consider three principles that help us see who I am by connection. The first is 1 Corinthians 12:12-27,

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. 

Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body. 

The eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you!” And the head cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it. 

Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.

The second is 1 Peter 2:4-5, 9-10,

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ… 

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 
A body and a building…two simple illustrations depicting the followers of Jesus collectively. From these images three principles emerge about my identity with fellow believers in Christ.

You Are Not Isolated

First, you are not isolated. Both illustrations mentioned above show that each follower of Jesus is part of a larger whole. We are not alone as Christians; we are part of a society of sinners saved by grace navigating through this fallen world on our way to glory. We need to be connected to one another.

This is not only because of sin. Shortly after Adam’s creation, God said in Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.” Even before sin entered the world God recognized the need for human beings to be in relationships with others. Yet so many find themselves alone, isolated, cut off.
Once called “the world’s most common mental-health problem,” loneliness has been studied by hundreds of researchers, but the massive Comprehensive Textbook of Psychiatry doesn’t even mention loneliness in its index. It’s a popular topic on the Internet, however. Type “loneliness” into one popular search engine, and you will find over a million web-site hits.

Loneliness is the painful awareness that we lack close and meaningful contact with others. It involves a painful feeling of isolation and sadness and a deep desire to connect with others. Even when surrounded by others, lonely people may feel left out, unwanted, rejected, or misunderstood. Frequently there is depression, self-criticism, restlessness, and anxiety, accompanied by a longing to be wanted and needed by at least one other human being. Despite this desire, lonely people often feel uncertain about how to reach out or unable to initiate and continue close relationships.

It is not surprising that many lonely people tend to look down on themselves. Weighted down with feelings of isolation, the lonely person may think “nobody wants me, so I guess I’m not worth anything or not needed by others.” Sometimes, there is a sense of hopelessness and a strong desire for almost any kind of relationship that might end the powerful pain of involuntary aloneness.
 This can lead to toxic relationships.

Satan loves to use isolation as a tool against believers. Consider the account in the life of the prophet Elijah, coming off his greatest victory against the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel, as recorded in 1 Kings 19:13–18,

Then a voice said to him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 

He replied, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too.” 

The Lord said to him, “Yet I reserve seven thousand in Israel—all whose knees have not bowed down to Baal and all whose mouths have not kissed him.”

Elijah thought he was all alone, but the Lord had news for him!

Paul picks up on this in Romans 11:2-5,

Don’t you know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah—how he appealed to God against Israel: “Lord, they have killed your prophets and torn down your altars; I am the only one left, and they are trying to kill me”? And what was God’s answer to him? “I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal.” So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace.

Whenever you feel isolated, like you are the only Christian where you work, where you go to school, or where you live, remember that you are not alone. God keeps a remnant of faithful believers to remind us that we are never alone.

Remember: even the Lone Ranger had Tonto!

You Are Not Insignificant

Furthermore, as a Christian you are not insignificant. As we read in 1 Corinthians 12:14-20,

Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body. 

It is tempting for some Christians to think, “Because I am not a pastor or elder or evangelist or missionary, I’m not all that important.” Yet Paul disagrees and provides a clear illustration of how silly such a thought is. Could you imagine a part of your body deciding they are not a part of the body because of what they aren’t? How absurd, Paul concludes, if the entire body were an eye or an ear! 

We might be tempted to overlook an important truth in verse 18: God Himself has arranged the parts of the body as He wants them to be. If you have a problem with your identity, you need to take it up with Him! As verse 27 concludes, “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.” Each one of you—no exceptions!

Peter likewise writes in 1 Peter 2:4-5, and 9-10,

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ… 

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.

All believers are being built into a house of God—but not as “just another brick in the wall.” This is not a physical structure at all, but rather we as “living stones” are being built into a “spiritual house.” We speak of “going to church” but the reality is we are the church!

Verses 9-10 draw from several Old Testament passages. Verse 9 uses terms that described the nation of Israel, and this shows that the church is the continuation of the true Israel God began with Abraham. (Paul expounds this throughout the book of Romans.) Verse 10 comes from the prophet Hosea, who named two of his children, “Not Mine” and “Not Loved,” yet God prophesied through the prophet that those who had rejected Him previously would be welcomed back when they repented from their sin.

Follower of Jesus, you are not insignificant! You are a member of the body of Christ, a living stone in His Church. You matter to God, and for that reason, you matter!

Your Are Not Indispensable

On the flip side of that thought, though, is the truth that you are not indispensable. In his illustration of the body Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12:21-26,

The eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you!” And the head cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.

While we are not to look down on ourselves, neither we are not to look down on others. We read in Romans 12:3-5,

For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.
While Satan tempts some to feel isolated or insignificant, he tempts others to feel indispensable, puffed up with pride. We begin to feel as though God can’t accomplish His will without us. 

Such is simply not the case. This is powerfully portrayed in the Old Testament book of Esther. You may recall that Esther was chosen as queen of the Persian Empire but her Jewish heritage had been kept secret. Meanwhile, the king’s closest advisor Haman devised a plan to exterminate the Jews in the empire. Queen Esther’s relative Mordecai warned her of this and begged her to approach the king on behalf of her people. Esther replied that she was not allowed to do that, and to do so could cost her life.

Esther 4:12-14 records,

When Esther’s words were reported to Mordecai, he sent back this answer: “Do not think that because you are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?”

Notice Mordecai did not say, “Esther, if you don’t do this, God can’t save His people!” Instead he said, “Relief and deliverance will arise from another place.” In other words, “God will fulfill His plan…even without you. But you will miss out on what He will do, and you may even lose your life in the process.” We do not bind God’s hands by our disobedience; we bar ourselves from benefiting from His work.

I remember when Keith Green was killed in a plane crash back in 1982. In addition to his music albums and concerts, Keith had established Last Days Ministries, a thriving Christian ministry in Texas. I recall wondering to myself, “I wonder what will happen to Last Days Ministries now?” The Lord answered (though not in an audible voice), “Whose ministry is it?” And in the months and years to come, Last Days Ministries continued to grow and thrive, because it was ultimately God’s work, and no human vessel is indispensable.

As we wrap up this series on “Identifying My Identity,” I hope you have a clearer picture on who you are. By creation you are a human being, created in the image of God; by corruption you are contaminated with sin and suffer the consequences of sin in this life; by conversion you are important enough to God that He sent His only Son to die in your place, to pay the price for your redemption; and by connection you are a part of a larger community, not isolated or insignificant yet not indispensable, either.

All that being said, you are not defined by what you do (or have done), by what you possess, or by who you are related to (or want to be related to). Even though your personality is unique, your identity—and the identity of every person you encounter—can be described as a human being created in God’s image for whom Christ died.

And that makes you worthwhile!
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