Searching For Identity

“If I find in myself desires nothing in this world will
satisfy. I can only conclude that I was not made for here.” |
C S Lewis

Searching For Identity

I want to confess, at the outset, that as I was attempting to
put down some of the thoughts I wanted to share relating to
identity, my mind ran an internal commentary about myself.
Thoughts such as, “what will people think of me?"“, “how will I
be perceived?”, “I wonder if they’ll think ‘this’ thing or
“that’ thing ” ran on loop in my brain. I felt overwhelmed at
the thought of showing up, convinced that I'm extremely flawed
(and therefore inadequate to be sharing anything of value),
anxious about my capacity to sufficiently convey and do
justice to God’s truths, and wondering, perhaps, at whether
I'm even the most articulate person in the world to be
attempting to do so!

It struck me as really quite ironic that I was wrestling with
my identity as I prepared to write and share about identity! I
guess it seemed to prove, at least to me, that our identity,
our true identity is something that we have to work hard at
reminding ourselves of and something we all have struggled
with or will struggle with throughout our lives.

I want to refer to a particular quote which I love -
Colossians 1:13

“For He [God] has rescued us from the dominion of darkness
and brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves.” |
Colossians 1:13 (ESV)

How truly life-changing! In becoming disciples of Jesus, we've
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also become subjects of his kingdom — living in the sphere
where Jesus rules!

We Are Kingdom People!

I think this is the first important truth we need to know,
believe and establish at our core when we start to think about
our identity and who we are. Before we relate ourselves to
anyone (or anything) else in our lives, we are first and
foremost kingdom people and Jesus 1s our king!

Choosing to be a Christian has its origins in believing the
things about Jesus, in an intellectual sense — who he is and
what he came for — but there’'s more to it than that. We are
also choosing to surrender to his guidance and leadership in
our life as a willing subject of God’s designated king. Jesus
has been given all authority in heaven and earth, he has first
claim on our affections, he is the motivating force in our
decisions and the final judge of our soul (Matthew 28:18-20,
Isaiah 9:6, Luke 1:33, Acts 10:36, 1 Corinthians 15:27,
Colossians 1:27, Romans 8:10, Ephesians 3:16, Acts 10:42, John
5:22. 2 Timothy 4:8, James 1:21, 1 Peter 2:25).

Perhaps we need to take a step back and consider the powerful
force that enacted this transfer from the dominion of
darkness. The motivating force in all of this was love — the
love of an eternal God and the love of a righteous king, who
willingly died for those who were still his enemies. While we
were still in darkness, Jesus died for us. This is the meaning
of ‘saving grace’ — undeserved, unmerited and entirely
outworked without our help or contribution.

“Christianity is not about our disciplined pursuit of God but
about God’s relentless pursuit of us — to the point of Jesus
dying on a cross for us that we might become His friends. The
inexhaustible God loves us so intensely that every time we
turn to Him after wandering from His love for us, all heaven
breaks out in a thunderous celebration (Luke 15:7)
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Most of us believe this intellectually. This is the message of
the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. Experiencing this
infinite love in our hearts, however, is another matter. The
sinister voices of the surrounding world and our pasts are
powerful. They repeat the deeply-held, negative beliefs we may
have learned in our families and cultures growing up:

am a mistake

am a burden

am stupid

am worthless

am not allowed to make mistakes

must be approved of by certain people to feel ok

don’t have the right to experience joy and pleasure

don’t have the right to assert myself and say what I think
and feel

e I don’t have a right to feel

e I am value-based on my intelligence, wealth, and what I do,
not for who I am.
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It is astounding how many deeply committed followers of Jesus
would affirm that the preceding statements articulate how they
truly feel about themselves. Like the prodigal son, they are
content to relate to God as hired servants, rather than enjoy
the full privileges of sons and daughters of our heavenly
Father (Luke 15: 11-21)” — Peter Scazzero

“Whom the Son sets free is free indeed!” | John 8:36 (ESV)

Perhaps we are also more willing at times to relate to God as
slaves still chained in the dominion of darkness than of
kingdom people, set free and redeemed by the Son and the king!

The Process 0f Discipleship

Discipleship — being people of the kingdom — is a process that
moves us from being spiritually and emotionally immature
children to being fully mature and developed adults — “people



dedicated to God, and capable and equipped for every good
work.” (2 Timothy 3:17, NET).

This process of discipleship is a principle-centered,
character-based, “inside out” approach to developing our
authentic self in Christ. It means to start first with
ourselves; even more fundamentally, to start with the most
inside part of self — our core — and to honestly analyse our
paradigms, our character, and our motives and to realign those
with the king we are serving, with the master we are
following.

I think a lot of us struggle with having a clear sense of who
we are, and our Christian life is often theory rather than
practice, layering over our core, rather than challenging
ourselves to examine what lies at the heart of us. This
process of layering — creating and developing a false self
over the top of core emotional truths — ensures that we remain
entrapped and enslaved to ‘the old man’, rather than liberated
in Jesus as a new creation.

It takes courage to decide to live differently, to follow
Jesus into the unknown and to be committed to emotional and
spiritual reality. It takes courage to define ourselves by how
God sees us — deeply loved, despite our flaws and to live from
that basis of grace in our Christian discipleship.

“Define yourself radically as one beloved by God. This 1is the
true self. Every other identity is an illusion.” | Brennan
Manning

I'd really like to encourage us all, but especially those of
you who might be really struggling with identity right now in
your life, to give real attention to developing your authentic
self in Jesus.

1. Pay attention to your interior (the “heart of you”) 1in
silence and solitude.
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2. Find trusted companions to help you along the way.
3. Move out of your comfort zone.
4. Pray for courage.

The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are
God's children. Our existence is now framed by Christ’s life —
who is a life-giving Spirit (Romans 8:16).

Here are some core, emotional truths that we can believe and
take deep into our hearts, as much-loved children of God: We
are created in God’'s own image (Genesis 1:27), the crowning
glory of His creative work (Psalm 8:5). We are incredibly
unique and known intimately by God (Psalm 139:13-16) and we
are more valuable to Him than many sparrows (Matthew 10:31).
Even when we have travelled far from His spirituality (Romans
3:23), He loved the world so much He sent His son to die for
us (John 3:16). While we were still ‘at enmity’ with Him, He
reached out to reconcile us back to Him (Romans 5:8-10). His
grace, not our sin, has the final word in our position before
Him (Romans 5:20). Those who step into His grace are saved
(Romans 10:13), we are born-again (1 Peter 1:3), adopted as
God’'s children and positioned as His heirs (Ephesians 1:5, 1
John 3:2, Romans 8:16-17). We belong to God and He loves us
with the love of a perfect Father (John 14:18, 1 John 3:1).

“.This is my [Paul’s] prayer. That God, the God of our Lord
Jesus Christ and the all-glorious Father, will give you
spiritual wisdom and the insight to know more of Him: that
you may receive that inner illumination of the Spirit which
will make you realise how great is the hope to which He 1is
calling you—the magnificence and splendour of the inheritance
promised to Christians—and how tremendous 1is the power
available to us who believe in God. That power is the same
divine power which was demonstrated in Christ when He raised
him from the dead and gave him the place of supreme honour 1in
Heaven—a place that is infinitely superior to any conceivable
command, authority, power or control, and which carries with
it a name far beyond any name that could ever be used in this
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world or the world to come.” | Ephesians 1:18-21, JB Phillips

If you are struggling with your identity as a disciple or want
to understand more about God’s work of grace in your life (and
how that causes radical transformation), I would highly
recommend reading the following two books: “What’s So Amazing
About Grace” by Phillip Yancey and “Emotionally Healthy
Spirituality” by Peter Scazzero.

The Christian life isn’t always easy and the next step isn’t
always clear. Sometimes we need courage to take that step and
sometimes we just need to stand still and watch God go to work
for us.

This article was first published on 27 April 2020

Discipleship: Developing Your
Authentic Self

When considering the ideas and thoughts surrounding Church
burnout, it became apparent that there is another serious
issue facing many Christians today — in both their personal
and church lives. The 1issue 1is a lack of spiritual and
emotional maturity, leading to the cultivation of a ‘false
self’ and a layering over our true self.

“When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a
child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put
the ways of childhood behind me.” | 1 Corinthians 13:11, NIV
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Layering Over Our True Self

When we accept the saving work of Jesus in our 1lives and
commit to a life lived in him, we become a new creature. It is
a metaphorical rebirth to ‘newness of life’. We are, as
Corinthians explains, like little children, with all the wide-
eyed wonder of this new life stretching out before us. This
faith and dependence on God to undertake great things for us
is commended by Jesus and he goes so far as to say that
“.unless you change and become like little children, you will
never enter the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 18:2-4, NIV).
This childlike faith is essential to beginning a relationship
with God, through Jesus, and this kind of faith needs to
remain a constant in our lives.

And yet, many Christians never develop further than this
moment. They remain as children, spiritually immature and
never attaining to the radical transition of living faithfully
to their true selves in Christ. Instead of genuine spiritual
growth, beginning from their core and being demonstrated
exponentially in their lives, Christians layer over their
potential true self with a false reality of who they are.

They are concerned about who other people think they are
rather than being concerned about who God thinks they are.
They are emotionally disconnected from the reality of what
life with Jesus really looks like, in real and practical
terms. Christian life becomes theory rather than practice.
This process of layering — creating and developing a false
self over the top of core emotional truths — ensures that we
remain entrapped and enslaved to ‘the old man’, rather than
liberated in Jesus as a new creation.

The Deception Of The False Self

The deeply entrenched false self is actually a refusal to
accept God’s grace and its transforming effect on our life.
Instead of being defined by what God has done for us, we



become defined by who we perceive we are. We tell ourselves, I
am what I do; I am what I have; I am what others think I am.
We are driven by performance, possessions or popularity,
rather than by who we are to God.

The broader culture around us certainly substantiates this
point of view and it can be very difficult to dismantle the
false self and allow our true self in Christ to emerge. Yet,
this is our life’'s work and is the essence of what
discipleship really means. To think otherwise 1is to be
deceived.

Following God Into The Unknown

Getting to your core requires following God into the unknown —
to being committed to emotional and spiritual reality, not
denial or illusion. It means developing a relationship with
Him and becoming who God has called you to be. Initially, it
requires that childlike faith, but on that faith must be built
conviction, through the process of discipleship.

Jesus’ life was dominated by his conviction that he was sent
to do his Father’s will. This conviction produced a deep
awareness of his 1life’s purpose and he remained deeply
connected and authentic to his true self. When people develop
Christlike convictions, they too will develop a sense of
purpose in life.

At times, our false self has become such a part of who we are
that we don’t even realise it. However, the consequences -
fear, self-protection, possessiveness, manipulation, self-
destructive tendencies, self-promotion, self-indulgence, and a
need to distinguish ourselves from others — are harder to
hide.

Discipleship: Developing Your Authentic



Self

To be a disciple, in the biblical sense, is to be actively
imitating both the life and teaching of the master. It isn’t
the same as being a student, by today’s modern understanding,
but is rather a deliberate apprenticeship which makes the
fully formed disciple a living copy of the master.

This process of discipleship 1is a principle-centered,
character-based “inside out” approach to developing our
authentic self in Christ. It means to start first with
ourselves; even more fundamentally, to start with the most
inside part of self — our core — and to honestly analyse our
paradigms, our character and our motives.

“The inside-out approach says that private victories precede
public victories, that making and keeping promises to
ourselves precedes making and keeping promises to others. It
says that it is futile to put personality ahead of character,
to try and improve relationships with others before improving
ourselves” | Stephen Covey

It is a process that moves us from being a spiritually and
emotionally immature child to being a fully mature and
developed adult — “a person dedicated to God, and capable and
equipped for every good work."” (2 Timothy 3:17, NET).

Discipleship Comes From Differentiation

A helpful way to clarify this process of growing in our
faithfulness to our true selves is by using the term
‘differentiation’. Differentiation is a person’s capacity to
“define his or her own life’s goals and values apart from the
pressures of those around them.” The key emphasis of
differentiation is on the ability to think clearly and
carefully as another means, besides our feelings, of knowing
ourselves.



People with a high level of differentiation have their own
beliefs, convictions, directions, goals and values apart from
the pressures around them. They can choose, before God, how
they want to be without being controlled by the approval or
disapproval of others.

People with a low level of differentiation are those with
little sense of their unique God-given 1life. They need
continual affirmation and validation from others because they
don’t have a clear sense of who they are. They depend on what
other people think and feel in order to have a sense of their
own worth and identity.

Church Life Shouldn’t Come At The Expense
Of A Personal Relationship With God

A healthy church life provides many benefits. We find peace
and fulfillment in Jesus. Our lives become enriched, our
burdens are eased, and we develop supportive relationships to
help us in hard times. Service within our church becomes
something that fills us with joy and deep personal
fulfillment.

However, we need to remember that the most important
relationship in our life is the one between God and ourselves.
He is the one who sees clearly to the heart of us. He can
distinguish between our authentic self and the cultivated
‘false self’ that others may see. And He, alone, judges the
thoughts and intentions of our hearts.

OQur church life should therefore become an extension of our
relationship with God. As church or Christian communities, we
need to ensure we develop strategies and skills to grow in our
discipleship and to move towards being emotionally and
spiritually mature. This includes biblical ways to integrate
emotions like anger, sadness or fear and being able to deal
with these in authentic ways.
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Four Ways To Develop Your Authentic Self

1. Pay attention to your interior (the “heart of you”) in
silence and solitude.

2. Find trusted companions to help you along the way.

3. Move out of your comfort zone.

4. Pray for courage.

As Christian people, one of the greatest gifts we can give our
world is to be a community of emotionally healthy adults who
love well. This will take the power of God and a commitment to
learn, grow and break with unhealthy, destructive patterns
that may go back generations in our families and cultures —
and in some cases, our Christian culture also.

“A new commandment I give to you, that you should love one
another. As I have loved you, so you also should love one
another. By this all will know that you are my disciples, if
you have love among one another.” | John 13:34-35, BLB

I owe a great deal of thanks to the following authors; Peter
Scazzero, Rick Warren and Stephen Covey, for their insight,
wisdom and valuable words regarding this subject. I have
quoted extensively from their works. In particular, I would
highly recommend the book “Emotionally Healthy Spirituality”
by Peter Scazzero as an excellent starting point for anyone
genuinely interested in investing in a deep, beneath-the-
surface spiritual formation paradigm.

This article was first published on 20 June 2018


https://carrielloydshaw.com/social-issues/philemon/

