Identifying My Identity #1

“Who I Am by Creation”

selected Scriptures

Forty-five years ago, the British rock band The Who recorded a song, “Who Are You?” that is still familiar today, especially fans of the television series CSI. Many felt this song was an anthem of the late 70s.

Today’s anthem would probably be more like, “Who Am I?”

Many people of all ages seem to be going through an identity crisis. An identity crisis is defined as a developmental event that involves a person questioning their sense of self or their place in the world. This is critical because our identity is the lens through which we see the world. Our identity shapes the way we live. Every action we take in life has a sense of identity behind it. How we see ourselves matters.
 One author writes, “Unique among seven billion other options, you are you—but who is that? What does it mean to be you, and what if you don’t like the answer? We don’t have midlife crises anymore. We live in perpetual crisis.”

“Who am I?” is by no means a new question. It is part of King David’s query in Psalm 8:4, “What is man that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you care for him?” Nevertheless, as the rapid development of new terminology testifies, it is being asked today with a new force and in a new form. The old form assumes there is an objective “I” that already exists and is simply waiting to be discovered. But this, according to current theory, is a false assumption. So the new form of the question is this: “What do I identify as?” This way of putting things emphasizes chosenness (as opposed to giveness) and possible changeability (as opposed to stability).

In philosophical terms, this speaks of the triumph of existentialism over essentialism. For in essentialist thought, essence precedes existence (what you are determines what you do, being determines act). But in existentialist thought, existence precedes essence (what you do determines what you are, act determines being). This shift opens the door not only to transgenderism (identifying as a gender contrary to one’s body), but to transracialism (identifying as a race contrary to one’s ethnicity), transableism (identifying as disabled contrary to one’s ability), and transspeciesism (identifying as a species contrary to one’s DNA). All such identifications take the notion that “truth is subjectivity” to a place Søren Kierkegaard (who coined the phrase) never intended or imagined.

For the next four weeks I want to focus our attention in these morning messages on “Identifying My Identity.” We will examine the common mistakes regarding identity, the correct measure regarding identity, and the concise meaning of identity. Our identity is not a simple issue, though, even from a biblical perspective, so we will see who I am by creation, by corruption, by conversion, and by connection.

The Common Mistakes Regarding Identity

Let’s begin with the common mistakes regarding identity. We may hear terms like transgenderism, transracialism, transableism, and transspeciesism, and think, “Wow, they really have identity issues!” But the truth is, many of us have a mistaken view of who we are—even Christians. Even Christian ministers.

If someone were to ask, “Who are you?” what would you say? When introduced or introducing yourself to someone new, how do you describe yourself? Most of us define ourselves either by our roles, our resources, or our relationships, for in these areas we think we will find our basic needs of security and significance met. 

First we identify ourselves by our role, or what we do. When introducing oneself to others we usually say our name, followed by what we do for a living. Even the way we word it belies this belief: “I am an electrician” or “I am a teacher.” What we do in our job becomes who we are.

It’s easy to get an identity from what we do, because what we do can give us self-worth and value. Value because I’m valuable to my company or organization. Value because I’m valuable to my family. Value because what I do is valuable to my community or customers.

But what happens when we lose our job? Or our creativity runs through a dry spell? What happens when we get injured in our best sport or our kids rebel or the company we started goes bankrupt or we disappoint our parents or God seems distant or someone else comes along who has more skill and creativity and power than we do? 

We lose our sense of self. When you find your identity in what you do, your identity will be shaken the moment you change what you do.
 You experience an identity crisis when your identity is based on a role that has been changed or removed.

Here’s the truth: what we do is not the truest thing about us. Building our identity on the foundation of our role creates an identity that can crack or break or tumble down at any moment.

I experienced this myself. After sensing God calling me to pastoral ministry, four years of Bible college and another two years in seminary, I convinced myself that my identity was being a pastor. I even said at one point, “If I’m not a pastor, I’d might as well not be alive.” Then I found myself out of the ministry and I experienced a severe identity crisis. It took me a long time to realize that I am not what I do; my identity is not defined by my role, my abilities, or my accomplishments.
Second, we identify ourselves by our resources, or what we have. And that isn’t confined to material possessions. We can have a nose for fashion or good deals, an artistic talent, a winning personality, or a knack for delivering good one-liners. We can be the beautiful one, the one everyone wants to date or be with. Or we can have a disability, a difficult lot in life, absent or abusive parents. We can have the kind of looks and personality that makes everyone want to be “just a friend” and nothing more. We think that the things we have define us. 
Sometimes we place a lot of stock in what we own, as though it were the measure of who we are. We can even define our identity by what we don’t have. And as soon as we can afford to buy what we want, we define ourselves by what we do have. In essence we purchase an identity for ourselves.
 We find our security in what we own, our stock portfolio, our retirement account. The problem with identifying by resources is that they can be gone in a flash—an accident, a storm, a downturn in the market—all gone!

Third, we identify ourselves by our relationships, those we have and those we desire. We find our significance in whom we are related or attached to and we find our security in their love and acceptance of us. Our parent’s or spouse’s or children’s success becomes the basis for how I view myself. 

The problem with this concept is that, like roles and resources, they can be taken away at any moment. We can lose a relationship through death, divorce, or departure of grown children. The success of our significant other may collapse or slowly diminish. 

More recently, people identify themselves by their desires, particularly in the area of sexuality. One article put it this way: “The true self lies precisely in our suppressed urges and unacknowledged emotions.”
 (No, that was not written by Sigmund Freud!)
Te problem with this idea is that our desires conflict! We are walking, talking bundles of contradictory desire. We have spiritual, material, sexual, emotional, and relational desires. We want to be healthy and we want to eat whatever tastes delicious. We want to serve God and we want to serve ourselves. We want to have faithful relationships and we want the constant thrill of novelty.

When we take any one of our strongly felt desires and construct our entire identity around it, we discover that we are making a part of who we are into the whole of who we are.  This happens with our sexuality when a desire turns into an identity statement about who we are. Who we want sexually becomes who we are socially. But that isn’t really the way life is meant to work.
 As one author writes, “God created sexuality. People created sexual identity.”
 That same author went on to say, “All sexual identity categories have a common trouble: they tell us what a person wants, sexually, is an important measure of who a person is.”
 And because what a person wants is subject to frequent change, we are now being told that a person's identity—especially their sexual identity—is in a state of constant flux. (We will deal with this subject more extensively in our next study.)
The common mistakes regarding identity, then, are identifying ourselves by our roles, our resources, and our relationships. I call them mistakes because:

There is nothing about what your role that is one hundred percent secure.

There is nothing about what your resources that cannot be taken from you.

There is nothing about what your relationships that cannot change.

We need to find something more solid on which to base our significance and our security. This is where we turn to the unchanging nature of the truth of God’s Word.

The Correct Measure Regarding Identity

Where do we find the correct measure regarding identity? We go to the Source—the One who created us. 

The modern man says, “If I think or feel I am a woman, then I am a woman.” And a woman says, “If I think or feel I am a man, I am a man.” With an air of defiance, they say, “God did not determine who I am; I determine who I am.” Really?

The first and fundamental responsibility of every Christian is to live by every word that comes from the mouth of God, irrespective of whether our culture makes this easy or hard. This means we need to listen carefully to what the Bible teaches us about human identity and then base how we live, love, and minister in a deeply confused and increasingly hostile culture, and to the many confused individuals within it (if not within our churches also).

We believe that because God created humanity, only God can reveal to us our identity as humans.
 He has revealed our identity in His Word. Turn to Genesis 1:26-27,

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.

Scholars debate over the precise implications of being created “in the image and likeness of God,” but however one interprets this, it says a lot about our identity! Far from being an accident of nature or a freak chance, we were created by intelligent design in the likeness of Almighty God! 

A few notable truths emerge from this text: being created in God’s image and likeness puts us in relationship with Him, which provides security; and being established as caretakers of the rest of creation gives us a role, which provides significance. Both males and females were created in the image and likeness of God, so there exists a fundamental equality between the sexes (though they are not identical). And, finally, there are only two sexes within humanity—God has created no third sex! This was not only the case before humanity’s fall into sin, but it remains the case after the fall, as we see in Genesis 5:1-2. Furthermore, Jesus stated the same. In Matthew 19:4, answering a question about divorce posed by the Pharisees, He referenced Genesis 1:27, “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female.” 

This is consistent with biology and science. Biologists Colin Wright and Emma Hinton explain that scientifically, there are only two sexes, male and female, and there is no “sex spectrum.” They encourage the medical professionals to stand up for the empirical reality of biological sex.

Now turn to Genesis 2:7, where we read, “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” The verb “formed” is used specifically of the work of a potter, as in Isaiah 45:9, “Woe to him who quarrels with his Maker, to him who is but a potsherd among the potsherds on the ground. Does the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you making?’ Does your work say, ‘He has no hands?’” After God formed (or shaped) the body from dust, we read that He “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” This teaches that human nature is both physical and spiritual. God not only “formed man from the dust of the ground”; He also “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” It was only when this twofold act had been accomplished that “man became a living soul.”

I believe the Bible teaches a three-fold composition of humanity: body, soul, and spirit, as seen in this verse: “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground [that is the body], and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life [that is the spirit]; and man became a living [soul].” Furthermore, the soul, or personality, is also made up of three components. There is the intellect, that which we know; the emotions, that which we feel; and the volition, that which we choose. Often in Scripture the intellect is referred to as the “mind”; the emotions as the “heart”; and the volition as the “will.” Warren Wiersbe writes, “When God made us, He made us in His own image. This means that we have a personality patterned after God’s. We have a mind to think with, a heart to feel with, and a will with which to make decisions.”
 Even in the secular world, these three are seen to comprise personality. Chuck Swindoll puts it this way: “God gave man a mind to know God, a heart to love God, and a will to obey God.”

The legendary UCLA head coach John Wooden once said: “Being true to ourselves doesn’t make us people of integrity. Charles Manson [now deceased] was true to himself, and as a result, he rightly is spending the rest of his life in prison. Ultimately, being true to our Creator gives us the purest form of integrity.”

The Concise Meaning Regarding Identity

Let’s conclude with the concise meaning regarding identity. Who I am—my identity—is not determined by me, but by the One who created me. According to the Bible, which is God’s own Word, we discover that we have been created in the image and likeness of God. That applies to every human being who has ever been conceived, who has ever lived, and who has ever died. Every single person is created by God in His image and likeness. Deuteronomy 14:1 states, “You are the children of the Lord your God,” while Isaiah 64:8 adds, “Yet, O Lord, you are our Father. We are the clay, you are the potter; we are all the work of your hand.” You may not like who and what you are, you may think the real you is trapped in the wrong body, but as we read in Isaiah 45:9, “Woe to him who quarrels with his Maker, to him who is but a potsherd among the potsherds on the ground. Does the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you making?’ Does your work say, ‘He has no hands?’” (We will consider this in more detail next week.)

In answering that basic question, “Who am I?” we can boldly say, “I am a human being, created in the image and likeness of Almighty God, made to have fellowship with Him!” 

How do we do that? Chuck Swindoll suggests,

· God gave you a mind. Use it to know Him better. Study the doctrines that put steel into the cement of your faith. Exercise your mind!

· God gave you emotions. Don’t be afraid of them. Let them out. Allow your heart to show through. Exercise your emotions!

· God gave you a will. Use it to obey Him. Make decisions that honor Him and please Him. Exercise your will!

And as we recognize our identity, who I am by creation, let us extend that same identity to everyone we meet—whether they agree with God’s views of human identity or not. No one is defined by what they do (or have done), what they have (or don’t have), or to whom they are related (or what to be related). No, we are defined by our Creator as individuals of eternal value, and not even the ravages of sin can change that, as we will see in our next study.
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