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Learning Who You Are:

Blessed with a New Identity
A Study of Ephesians 1:1-3
Characteristic of Completeness:  Christian Life
Big Idea:  Check your I.D.
Related Scriptures:  Romans 6:4; 2 Corinthians 5:17; Galatians 2:20;

John 1:12; 1 Corinthians 15:22
Introduction:

A.
As some of you may know,  the Sierra Club is an organization dedicated to protecting the environment.  The official magazine of the Sierra Club is called Sierra.  I want to read you a very short article that appeared in the January/February 1987 issue of Sierra.  It’s about a  feral child.  The term, “feral child” may be new to you, so let me first define what a feral child is.  According to one encyclopedia . . .
A feral child is a child who has lived isolated from human contact starting from a very young age and who has remained unaware of human behaviour and unexposed to language.  A feral child is an extremely rare phenomenon. . . .

Feral children may be separated from society by being lost or abandoned into the wild. . . .

Some feral children who end up in the wild are reared by wild animals . . . or may become integrated into animal groups.

Now, let me read the article from Sierra magazine.  It’s titled, “Uganda’s Wild Child.”
 He wasn’t swinging from the roots of trees like the boy in Rudyard Kipling’s Jungle Book, but like Mowgli the young boy found in a Ugandan jungle several months ago is believed to have been nurtured by wild animals for as long as four to five years.

 The two-and-a-half-foot tall, 22-pound boy was living with a tribe of monkeys when he was discovered by a Ugandan military unit.   Having “captured” the boy, who is estimated to be five or six years old, the soldiers turned him over to the Naguru orphanage in Kampala.

 The orphan has been called a “monkey child” because he grunts and squeals, jumps around with his hands clenched, and prefers to eat grass.   He seems to be afraid of people and tries to scratch anyone who approaches him.  The boy’s nurses call him Robert.

 Robert’s new caretakers believe he was separated from his parents when he was about a year old, during one of Uganda’s countless civil war battles.   The jungle where he was found is north of Kampala, in the Luwero Triangle, one of the country’s major battlegrounds.   Several hundred abandoned children have been found wandering around villages in the area since last January, and foreign relief workers say there may be more children trying to survive in the jungle.

To be sure, details about feral children such as Robert can be sketchy and controversial.  But the story of Robert illustrates  a number of things that are not controversial at all.

1.
First,  our identity is something that is largely learned.  Our identity, our self image, our conception of who we are is something we learn from those with whom we interact.  For example, our identity is molded by the family in which we were raised.  Our identity is influenced by our social cohort.  Our identity is shaped by our culture.  That’s how Robert learned to be a monkey.

2.
Second,  our perceived identity influences our behavior.  Our conception of who we are determines what we do.  Robert believed he was a monkey, so he acted like one.
3.
Third,  we can be mistaken about our true identity.  We can believe things about ourselves that are out of touch with reality.  We can be wrong about ourselves.  Our social cohort may be completely unreliable in telling us who we really are.  Robert is human, but he thought he was a monkey.  He was mistaken.
B.
How does all this relate to you and me?  Well, the Bible tells us that the moment we believe in Jesus for eternal life, we are  blessed with a new identity.  The Bible marks this new identity by describing a believer as “born again,” “a new man,” and “in Christ.”  The new identity is shown in  2 Corinthians 5:17, where it says,

NKJ 2 Corinthians 5:17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new.

The challenging part of this new identity is that we must proactively learn it.  It does not come naturally.  Just as Robert must shed his mistaken identity as a monkey and learn the truth that he is a human, we believers must shed the monkey business of this world and learn the truth that we have a new identity in Christ.  Sadly, studies showing that Christians do not behave all that differently from nonChristians suggest that many, if not most, Christians have never fully learned who they really are. 

If, as believers, we do not work at learning who we really are in Christ, we will simply fall back on the self-concept we glean from our world.
C.
And  what does the world tell us about ourselves?  What is the worldly perspective on what it means to be “somebody.”  What makes a person significant in our culture?  How would our society describe a person who has it all?  I want you to imagine for a moment what it would be like to have it all.  What would it be like to live the American dream?  For example, how would you feel about yourself if you could legitimately make every one of the following statements?
1.
I am  wealthy; I can buy absolutely anything I want.
2.
I am  healthy; I am incredibly fit and energetic.
3.
I am  powerful; I have broad influence over the people and things in my life.
4.
I am  happy; I thoroughly enjoy my life.
5.
I am  popular; people admire me and are drawn to me.
6.
I am  attractive; I am strikingly good-looking without having to work at it.
7.
I am  smart; I am well-read, highly educated, and articulate.
8.
I am  married; I have a wonderful soul-mate for a spouse and I am never lonely.
9.
I am  comfortable; I am free of conflict, pain, stress, and inconvenience.
10.
I am  sensual; complete satisfaction through physical intimacy is always available for me.
11.
I am  athletic; I can excel at most any sport I choose.
12.
I am  free; I am independent and unencumbered.
13.
I am  productive; I get a great deal of work done and have a lot to show for it.
14.
And I am  well-traveled; I have seen and experienced life to the fullest.
Doesn’t that sound wonderful?  Wouldn’t it be a dream come true to be able to be all those things?  You would really be somebody—you would be a person who has it all!
D.
Or would you?  What is God’s perspective on having it all?  What does it take to be somebody in God’s eyes?  Who are you from God’s point of view?

We’re going to begin to learn who we are as we begin a study through the letter to the Ephesians in the Bible.  This morning we’re going to cover  Ephesians 1:1-3.  It’s a passage that addresses one of our key characteristics of completeness in Christ.  The characteristic is our belief about  the Christian Life, including our understanding of our identity or position in Christ.  Let me read  Ephesians 1:1-3; then, we’ll go back and study it more closely.
NKJ Ephesians 1:1 Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God, To the saints who are in Ephesus, and faithful in Christ Jesus:  2 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ,

I.
The  first two verses of our text constitute the introduction of the letter.  It follows the traditional ancient Greek letter format:  It identifies the writer; it identifies the recipients; and it gives a greeting.

A.
In Verse 1, the writer identifies himself as  the Apostle Paul.  Paul doesn’t date his letter, but Bible scholars estimate that he may have written it in the early 60s A.D.

B.
In Verse 2, Paul uses his trademark greeting—the same greeting he uses in many of his other letters in the Bible,  extending grace and peace to the recipients.

C.
Back in Verse 1, the recipients of the letter are identified as being in a city called  Ephesus.  Let me show you where ancient Ephesus was located.   Ephesus was on the west coast of modern Turkey, accessible by the Aegean Sea.  
Ephesus was not some Podunk hick town.  It was a thriving, influential, trendsetting place—the kind of place that defines what it means to be somebody in the culture of the day.

1.
In the Roman Empire of Paul’s day, Ephesus was third in size and importance behind Rome and Athens; it was home to about a quarter of a million people.

2.
In America today, trends often start on the coasts and work their way inward.  In the Roman Empire of the first century, trends started in Rome, Athens, and Ephesus, and worked their way outward.

3.
Accessible to commercial ships, Ephesus was a big-business city.
  This is a  photo of the remains of the entrance to a commercial agora or market in Ephesus; the agora was the ancient version of a shopping mall.

4.
These are the remains of the  ancient library of Celsus in Ephesus that housed between 12,000 and 15,000 scrolls.
  It was constructed shortly after Paul wrote his letter, but nonetheless testifies to the value the culture placed on knowledge and education during that time.
5.
Ephesus was also home to athletic and theatrical entertainment.
  Here is  the theater in Ephesus that seated about 24,000 people.
  That’s bigger than the America West Arena.
6.
Much like Phoenix is the capital of Arizona, so Ephesus was the political capital of Asia minor and, therefore, home to influential politicians.

7.
Ephesus was also distinguished as a melting pot for many cults, religions, and magical practices.
  In fact, it was home to the temple of Artemis.  Artemis was a mythical Greek goddess.  Artemis was her Greek name; Diana was her Roman or Latin name.  Not much remains of the temple of Artemis today, but  here is an artist’s rendering of what the temple was believed to look like in the first century.
  It was the largest building in the world in its day, covering an area larger than a football field, and it was considered one of the seven wonders of the world.

The Bible in Acts 19 records that the Apostle Paul was so successful in converting Ephesian citizens to Christianity that he caused some trouble.  Silversmiths around the temple of Artemis—the ones who made and sold small shrines with a miniature image of the Greek goddess—they complained because Christianity was hurting sales.  Here’s  a statue of Artemis or Diana.

Considering what first century Ephesus was like, we have good reason to suspect that the Ephesian conception of somebody who has it all was quite similar to our  modern American conception of somebody who has it all.  Their culture seemed to value many of the same things our culture does.
II.
Nevertheless, Paul calls believers to a  radically different and uncommon perspective based on our new identity.
A.
This different perspective is first reflected in Paul’s designation of believers as,  “saints” in Verse 1.  From a biblical perspective, every believer is a saint; it is not a title to be earned by living righteously, nor is it a title lost by behaving badly.  The term, “saints” literally means holy ones.  To be a holy one is to be set apart for or to be dedicated to the service of God.
  The term, “saints” does not describe a character trait; rather, it is a position we enjoy as believers.  It’s not something you do; it’s someone you are.  God sets us apart; we are different; we are uncommon; we are born again; God has given us a new identity.
B.
Also in Verse 1, Paul also describes the recipients of his letter as,  “faithful.”  The term can describe a person worthy of trust, and I suspect we most often think of it that way.  But it can also simply describe a person who believes or has faith.
  I think Paul uses the term in this latter sense to describe those who believe in Jesus for eternal life.  Paul is not commending the trustworthiness of their character; he’s simply saying that saints are the ones who believe in Jesus.  All saints are believers, and all believers are saints.  In fact, one Bible scholar translates that last part of Verse 1  this way:  “to the saints who are in Ephesus, that is, believers in Christ Jesus.”
  So, the ones who have a new identity are the ones who believe in Jesus for eternal life.
C.
Another distinguishing characteristic of our new identity as believers is that  God is our Father.  Paul identifies God as our Father in Verse 2.  The common idea that every human being is a child of God is entirely unbiblical.  Only those who have believed in Jesus for eternal life enjoy God as Father.  Unbelievers do not have this identity.   John 1:12  confirms this, saying,
NKJ John 1:12 But as many as received Him [Jesus], to them He gave the right to become children of God, to those who believe in His name:

We’ll be studying more about what it means to have God as our Father next Sunday.
D.
Another distinguishing characteristic of our new identity is that we are  in Christ.  At the end of Verses 1 and 3, we are said to be “in Christ.”  This is one of Paul’s favorite phrases to describe believers.  What does it mean?
1.
First, we need to consider what the term, “Christ” means.  “Christ” is not just Jesus’ last name; it’s His title.  It  means “anointed one” or “Messiah.”
  It identifies Jesus as the Savior anticipated by the Israelites in the Old Testament.  Jesus Christ is this Savior in that He died and rose again to save us from the penalty of our sin.
2.
Let me back up and put this in historical perspective.  You see, at birth, the Bible identifies us as being  “in Adam.”  As the first human, Adam is the head of the human race.  When Adam sinned, all of us who are descended from Adam inherited a sinful nature just as a crack baby inherits the addiction of its mother.  Adam introduced the sin virus into our human operating system and we are therefore quarantined from God.  Our sin separates us from God and brings death because death means separation.  Physical death is the separation of body and spirit, and spiritual death is the separation of God and sinners.
But Christ  came to pay for our sins on a cross and to rise again to offer eternal life to all who simply believe Him for it.  Anyone who believes in Jesus for eternal life is born again and has a new identity and is united to a new head.  The believer is not longer united with Adam as his head; he is united with Christ as his new head.  The believer is no longer in Adam, but now has new life “in Christ.”  Paul explains this in  1 Corinthians 15:22, saying,
NKJ 1 Corinthians 15:22 For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be made alive.

If you have not believed in Jesus Christ for eternal life, I invite you to believe now so that you may enjoy this new identity in Christ.
E.
There is  one final and very important distinguishing characteristic of our new identity in Christ.  Paul says that we believers already have all we need in Christ.  We have every blessing needed for our spiritual well-being.  In  Verse 3, he says,
NKJ Ephesians 1:3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ,
As a believer, Paul says you’ve got it all.  You have  every spiritual blessing there is to get.  God has packed your bag with absolutely everything you need.  Not one blessing is missing.
But, what are these blessings of which Paul speaks?

1.
First, let’s consider what it means  to bless.  The Greek verb is eu-low-GEH-o.  It can have one of  three basic meanings.

a.
It can mean  to say something good.  In this case, it’s a synonym for praise.  If I bless you, it can mean that I say something to commend or applaud or even thank you.  It’s used this way in James 3:9 where it speaks of the tongue, saying,
NKJ James 3:9 With it we bless our God and Father, and with it we curse men . . .
b.
To bless can also mean  to ask for something good, especially in calling on God’s gracious power to do something good for someone or something else.  In this case, it is a kind of intercessory prayer.  It used this way in Luke 24:50 where it speaks of the last thing Jesus did for His disciples before He was taken up to heaven.  It says,
NKJ Luke 24:50 . . . He lifted up His hands and blessed them.

c.
Finally, to bless can mean  to give something good.  In this case, it is about the provision of benefits, the fulfillment of needs, the giving of gifts.  It is used this way in Acts 3:26, where Peter preaches to the people, saying,
NKJ Acts 3:26 “. . . God, having raised up His Servant Jesus, sent Him to bless you . . .”
2.
Well, how does Paul use the word, “bless” in our text?  He uses it in two ways:
a.
In  Verse 3, when he says, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” he’s using the word in  the first way to say that God is to be the object of our praise, our worship, our thanks.
b.
Later in  Verse 3, when he says that God,  “has blessed us with every spiritual blessing” Paul is using the word in  the third way to say that God has given us every benefit, every needful thing, every favor.

3.
That sounds great.  But let’s be honest.  Something does not seem quite right here.  Do you always feel like you have every blessing there is to get?  Do you always feel like you have it all?  I confess, I don’t.

Why not?  If the reality is that God has blessed us with every spiritual blessing, why don’t we always feel like it?  Why don’t we always believe it?  Why don’t we always act like it?

Maybe it’s because our view of blessings is different from God’s view of blessings.  Maybe our view of having it all is different than God’s view of having it all.  Maybe we have much more to learn about who we really are and how we’re truly blessed.  Maybe we’re suffering from mistaken identity like Robert the “monkey child.”  Maybe we’re looking at the wrong I.D.  And the wrong I.D. leads to the wrong attitudes and the wrong behaviors.  So the big idea of my message this morning is  this:  Check your I.D.
Let me show you what I mean.  Let’s go back and  re-evaluate our prevailing cultural perspective on what it means to be blessed and have it all.  Let’s check your I.D.  Are you using this list to evaluate who you are?  Are you using this stuff as your I.D.?
a.
If you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be wealthy, right?   Wrong.  The Apostle Paul was not wealthy.  He was an itinerant church planter, trying to make ends meet by making tents on the side.  In Philippians 4:12 he says he knows what it’s like to be poor, to be hungry and to suffer need.
b.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be healthy, right?   Wrong.  Paul was chronically ill.  In 2 Corinthians 12:7-9 Paul explains that he had some chronic ailment, and he repeatedly pleaded with God to heal him of it.  God said, “no.”
c.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be powerful, right?   Wrong.  In 1 Corinthians 2:3, Paul confesses to his fellow believers, saying,
NLT 1 Corinthians 2:3 I came to you in weakness—timid and trembling.

d.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be happy, right?   Wrong.  Paul was not always happy.  In 2 Corinthians 1:8, Paul says,
NKJ 2 Corinthians 1:8 . . . we were burdened beyond measure, above strength, so that we despaired even of life.

That means that, at times, Paul felt discouraged and depressed and even hopeless.

e.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be popular, right?   Wrong.  In 2 Corinthians 10:10, we are told that some found Paul to be an unimpressive speaker who preached worthless sermons.  History also tells us that Paul was martyred.
f.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be attractive, right?   Wrong.  One ancient historian named Onesiphoros describes Paul as, “A man rather small in size, bald-headed, bow-legged, with meeting eyebrows, [and] a large, red and somewhat hooked nose.”

g.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be smart, right?   Wrong.  Paul was indeed smart.  But in 1 Corinthians 1:20 he argues that his smarts didn’t make him any better off.  He says, 
NLT 1 Corinthians 1:20 So where does this leave the philosophers, the scholars, and the world's brilliant debaters? God has made the wisdom of this world look foolish.

h.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be married, right?   Wrong.  Paul was single.
i.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be comfortable, right?   Wrong.  In 2 Corinthians 11:22-28 Paul describes his life as being full of physical torture, imprisonment, threats, weariness, toil, sleeplessness, hunger, and stress.
j.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be sensual, right?   Wrong.  Paul was celibate, and in 1 Corinthians 7:8 he describes his celibacy as, “good.”
k.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be athletic, right?   Wrong.  We’ve already seen that Paul was a rather wimpy, “unibrow” nerd who was chronically ill.
l.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be free, right?   Wrong.  Paul wrote the letter to the Ephesians from prison in Rome.
m.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be productive, right?   Wrong.  Put yourself in Paul’s sandals.  How productive would you feel if all you could do was sit in prison and write letters?
n.
Well, if you have every blessing that would certainly mean that you must be well-traveled, right?   Wrong.  Paul probably would have been considered well-traveled in his day.  But I suspect most of us here today have seen and experienced more of the world than Paul ever did.
4.
In spite of all this, Paul includes himself as a recipient or benefactor when he says in  Verse 3 that God . . .
NKJ Ephesians 1:3 . . . has blessed us with every spiritual blessing . . .
How can he say that?  The guy looks like a loser.

He can say it because he’s not looking at worldly blessings for his I.D.  He can say it because he’s viewing blessings from God’s perspective, not the world’s perspective.  God’s economy is different.  God’s perspective is a whole different deal.  Two things in Verse 3 indicate that Paul is seeing things through a different lens.  He’s operating from a shifted paradigm.
a.
First, Paul describes the blessings as,  “spiritual.”  Here, “spiritual” is not the opposite of “physical.”  “Spiritual” describes the blessings as coming from the Spirit of God.  “Spiritual” points to God as the source of the blessings Paul is talking about.
b.
Also, when the blessings are described as  “in the heavenly places,” it’s just another way of saying that the blessings come from God, because God is viewed as residing in the heavenly places.  So Paul is talking about godly blessings as opposed to worldly blessings.  Godly blessings constitute a valid I.D.  Worldly blessings constitute a false I.D.  God Himself has packed our personal bag with every gift, every blessing, every benefit we need.  That’s who we are.  Better check your I.D.
5.
Verse 3 of our text marks the beginning of one long Greek sentence with 202 words of unbroken praise for a host of blessings that spill all the way down through Verse 14.  English translations break it up into smaller sentences, but Paul let’s us have it all at once; it’s like drinking from a fire hydrant.  We’re going to be covering each one of the blessings over the next three Sundays.  We are chosen.  We are holy.  We are blameless.  We are loved.  We are adopted.  We are pleasing to God.  We are redeemed.  We are forgiven.  We are enlightened.  We are heirs.  We are sealed.  We are secure.  And we are important.

For now, I just want you to know that the list of spiritual blessings does not include a single one of  the worldly blessings listed earlier.  Not a single one.  Not wealth, not health, not happiness, not any of them.  Better check your I.D.
III.
Well, so what?  How does all this apply to us?  Why is this important?
A.
Well, I suspect that many of us tie our identity to worldly blessings.  As such, we’re using a false I.D.  And sooner or later, using a false I.D. will get us into trouble.
1.
Sometimes we use this false I.D. as a goal.  We strive to accumulate as many worldly blessings as we can.  Sometimes we’re pretty good at it, and we can get to thinking, “Boy, God is really blessing me.”  But what we think is God blessing us may simply be Satan messing with us.  Satan loves to get us all wrapped up in the things that don’t really matter; it distracts us from the things that do.

Stop and think about it.  How many of theses earthly blessings last?  How many can you take with you when you die?  How many provide deep, lasting satisfaction?  How many will make one bit of difference in the life to come?  How many will God commend?  Better check you I.D.
2.
Sometimes we use this false I.D. as a yardstick for our well-being.  Much of the time when I hear people say, “Boy, God has really blessed me” they are referring to some of these worldly blessings.  Maybe they just came into some money unexpectedly.  Or maybe they just got a good report from the doctor.  Or maybe they just got a great job.  It’s fine to enjoy these things, but you better check your I.D.
By definition, this very same thinking can lead you to conclude that God has not blessed you when you lose money, that God has not blessed you when you get a bad report from the doctor, that God has not blessed you when you get laid off.  But that’s a lie.  It’s a lie perpetrated by Satan to tempt you to be depressed and embittered and afraid.  The truth is, in Christ, you still have every spiritual blessing.

B.
Paul is saying to you and to me, check your I.D.  Let go of your mistaken identity and take hold of the identity that is yours in Christ Jesus.  When you do, it will revolutionize your attitude.  You will see things very differently.  Pouting will give way to praise.  Anxiety will give way to peace.  Fear will give way to security.  Dissatisfaction will give way to contentment.  And we will join Paul in praising God,  saying,
NKJ Ephesians 1:3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing . . .

Let me close with a story about how this can work.  I want to read you a journal entry from a courageous believer named  Vivian Felix who was dying of breast cancer.  I believe the entry reveals an authentic struggle to check her I.D. and to cling to her identity in Christ.  On September 19, 1998, she  writes,
I started this [journal] to record my journey to wellness.  I have not done well by it.   But today I am impressed to change it to a record of my spiritual journey.   For 21 months I have prayed for healing.   I have begged God, badgered, pleaded, wept, screamed, yelled at, tried to manipulate, shamed, reminded—every tactic I could think of—and I have expressed every emotion felt by one who is dying of cancer.   I have prayed for a sign, asked and hoped for a sign that the Lord would heal me.  Nothing has come.
 All I seem to get is, “Trust me.”

 Lord, you have heard hundreds and thousands of prayers for me.   I have accused you of sitting on your throne with your arms folded, disregarding those pleas.   Forgive me—you know my human flesh and struggles with roller-coaster emotions.  Sometimes I would like even just a few days of release from the fear and knowledge of cancer.

 But I know in my heart that you are good and loving and the giver of peace.   So now I ask that you turn my mind and my heart from my illness to you.  I am ready.  “Nothing in my hand I bring, only to the cross I cling.”

Nine months later, on June 7, 1999, Vivian Felix died.  She died having every spiritual blessing.
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