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Introduction    
Identity is an omnipresent issue today, intersecting with gender, 

sexual preferences, politics, social justice causes and ethnicity like 

never before in human history. When it comes to those who are lost, 

blind to spiritual realities, none of this should surprise us. What is 

surprising is when Christians fall into this pit.    

   

As imperfect believers we are prone to forget who and what God 

calls us. In midst of life’s pressures and problems, it slips our minds 

how God sees us and defines us. We might think of this as identity 

amnesia, even identity theft by the enemy. We let our past wounds, 

our ungodly peers and current pressures redefine our identity and 

recast our perspective on life.  Like polio of old, this is equally tragic 

because it is so preventable.  This book is offered as inoculation to 

the not yet afflicted and as a cure to such a diseased soul. It seeks to 

answer a single question for the believer in Christ: who am I? Not in 

my own eyes but in the eyes of God.    

    

For me, I could ask: Am I Kim's husband? Caleb, Katie and Carson’s 

dad? John and Bettie's son? Pastor of Kerrville Bible Church? Do any 

of these adequately define me? Are these the most important 

identities, as important as they are? Do any of them last forever?     

    

How do you fundamentally see yourself? For many in our world, 

across cultures and generations, the most important identification is 

our marital status. Which box do we check: single, married, divorced, 

or widowed? This is a big deal, but only if you're single, married, 

divorced or widowed.     

    

For some the defining identity is being a mom. Mom status becomes 

the resting place of all hopes and dreams and fears and guilt. The role 

of wife, friend or daughter takes a backseat to 24-7 "Mom Mode." 

Never letting down the "mom guard," never loosening the "mom 

persona", this leads to a major identity crisis when the kids are no 

longer kids and the job of daily parenting winds down and your little 

kids grow up to become friends and peers.     
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Men can have these same issues with their jobs defining them, with 

title and salary, career and success becoming your source of identity, 

security and self-esteem. Or when you live vicariously through little 

Johnny.  Dads can define themselves by how many touchdowns were 

made or points were scored by their progeny.  This is a real danger 

for sports-loving dads. I know. I’ve lived it.    

    

If you analyze human existence since the fall of man, so much of our 

desires and pursuits come down to identity.  If we get this wrong, we 

get everything wrong. And too many Christians, myself included, 

drop our guard and become victims of temporary identity theft as 

our flesh lies to us, the world deceives us and our sworn enemy 

schemes to help us forget who we are.     

    

We must look to God's Word for the answers to our identity crisis 

and ask, “How does God define me?” “Who am I in His eyes?”     

    

The answers we will discover are for those who are in Christ. Each 

identity is true of all Christians but true only of Christians. Each one 

is how God sees us and how God defines us, not what the world 

expects or wants. If you are lost and still living in your sins and for 

yourself, may God give you grace to repent (turn from) your sins and 

believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, receiving forgiveness of sins and 

eternal life from God. May God give you grace to receive and 

embrace wholeheartedly each of these identity markers.   

    

As we look at six of the most repeated and emphasized identities for 

believers  in the New Testament, we will address false or lesser 

identities that pull us off course, with a goal of self-awareness, not 

guilt.  Sometimes truth is seen best in contrast with lies so hopefully 

some of these lies we have embraced can be exposed.     

    

May God open our eyes to see anew our multi-faceted identity in  

Christ!    
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Discussion Questions   

   

1. What was your dominant identity before your conversion to 

Christ? How does this false identity still tempt you? What danger 

does this present to your Christian life?   

2. Since your conversion, what other false or lesser identities have 

tempted you? How have you dealt with these?   
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Chapter 1      

Beloved    
    

As I ponder the deep issues surrounding identity, as I ponder my own 

journey since my conversion in 1986, I’ve discovered that identity 

and security are intricately linked. I’ve become convinced that our 

insecurities are rooted in our embrace of false or lesser identities. It’s 

really two ways to talk about the same thing. If we are honest with 

ourselves and perceptive of the people around us, we quickly realize 

that so many of our problems and behaviors are rooted in being 

insecure. This can come across as self-pity and selfloathing or it can 

come across as boasting and strutting about full of ourselves. In both 

cases these outward behaviors seem to be masking a basic insecurity, 

a feeling of inadequacy, of aloneness, of not being loved or liked or 

accepted for “who I am”.    

   

It seems human existence can be explained at one level as people 

always trying to overcome their insecurities, trying to find 

themselves, trying to figure out “who they are”. Or to say it another 

way, the quest to overcome insecurity always intersects with identity. 

If I’m right, then the solution to all insecurity issues of life is found 

in discovering your true identity in the eyes of your Creator and 

Savior.    

   

And the starting point to overcoming all insecurity of every kind 

possible, the starting point to getting on the path of correctly 

answering the question, “Who Am I?” is without debate and beyond 

question knowing we are loved by God Himself. The identity of 

“Beloved” is the first and most important of all. But in my research, 

I almost missed it entirely!    

   

My approach focused on Acts to Revelation. But just out of curiosity, 

I thought I would expand the scope to include the gospels where the 

word “beloved” is found eight times. This is not a large number 

except that every one of them refer to our Lord Jesus Christ! Not 

once in the Gospels are followers of Christ called "beloved." This 
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both surprised and intrigued me. “Beloved”, in the four gospels, is 

reserved for Jesus alone. Where is this going, I wondered.   

At His baptism, the Father said from heaven, "You are My beloved 

Son in whom I am well pleased." In the fulfillment of Isaiah's 

prophecy, Matthew 12:18 says, "Behold My servant whom I have 

chosen, My Beloved in whom My soul is well pleased." At the 

Mount of Transfiguration, the Father speaks from heaven again and 

says, "This is My beloved Son, listen to Him."     

    

Beloved is a term of endearment, of deep affection and delight.  It 

literally means “loved one” or “greatly loved one.” It communicates 

the emotion of love, the warmth of acceptance and joy in the one 

loved. And beloved begins with God’s designation of His only Son, 

Jesus Christ, not us.       

    

We as believers are beloved of God because Jesus Christ is beloved 

of God. This might be the most important truth in the whole Bible! 

Ephesians 1 tells us we are loved and accepted in Him. Every blessing 

that you and I experience as God's loved one comes only through 

union with Christ and ultimately because of Christ, who both earned 

and deserved this love as fully human but also enjoyed this love 

before time began as the eternal Son of God.     

    

A.W. Pink in his Studies in the Scriptures (Vol. XXX, No. 3) wrote: 

“Nothing so warms the heart of the saint as a spiritual contemplation 

of God’s love.  As he is occupied therewith, he is lifted outside of 

and above his wretched self.  A believing apprehension thereof will 

fill the renewed soul with holy satisfaction, and make him as happy 

as it is possible for anyone to be this side of heaven.  To know and 

believe the love which God has toward me is both an earnest (down 

payment) and foretaste of heaven itself … Since God loves His 

people in Christ, it is not regulated by their fruitfulness, but is the 

same at all times.  Because He loves them in Christ, the Father loves 

them as Christ … Only faith can grasp those marvelous things, for 

neither reasoning nor feelings can do so.  God loves us in Christ.  

Oh, what infinite delight has the Father as He beholds His people in 

His dear son!  All our blessings flow from that precious fountain.”   

   

Go back and read that again. Slowly, prayerfully, even out loud. It 

might be the most important paragraph in this book.     
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God's saving grace is, "freely bestowed on us in the Beloved" 

(Ephesians 1:5). God's grace is magnanimously, richly, abundantly 

poured out on us in only one place – the Beloved. We are only 

Beloved because He is!      

    

This is the foundation of all the other identities to follow. It makes 

all the others possible. In that sense, it is the most important of all. 

Everything rests on this and this identity alone, when believed and 

embraced by the mind and the soul, takes away every insecurity this 

life thrusts upon us.    

    

Our identity and status as God’s beloved is eternal, unshakable and 

immutable. Believer, there is nothing you can do to cause God to 

love you more or less. Your best day doesn’t increase His love and 

your worst sin doesn’t diminish it.        

    

Think of it this way. The foundation of our identity in Christ has a 

foundation – Jesus’ identity before the Father. We are beloved in the 

Beloved. As Christ stands, so we stand. How God sees Christ is how 

God sees us who are united to Christ by faith. How He loves Jesus 

is how He loves us.  It is hard to imagine ever fully understanding 

this reality but we must try!      

    

When you come to see that your standing is as impeccable and 

unshakable as the standing of the sinless Jesus Christ, you have a sure 

foundation for all of life. God literally delights in you because of 

Christ.  God has great affection and pure fatherly love toward you 

and all His children because of Christ. What insecurity, fear or anxiety 

can possible stand before this blazing fire?       

    

Beloved from Acts to Revelation    

    

Now, with this secure gospel foundation in place, the New 

Testament goes on a "beloved" blitzkrieg. I was shocked to find that 

this word is used sixty-one times from Acts to Revelation. Sixty-one 

times we are called beloved! Now to put that in perspective, the word 

"Christian" is used only three times in the entire Bible. Christian 

(“little christ”) is what unbelievers used to denigrate and mock early 



    9    

believers. It was a term of derision yet this is how we most often refer 

to each other as believers. God prefers “beloved” over  

“Christian” at a rate of 20:1.       

    

"Beloved" is used by every New Testament author and absent from 

only four books: Galatians (Paul was angry!), Titus (Paul was all 

business), 2nd John (although he gets really close when he calls them 

"those he loves") and Revelation.     

      

Let’s dig into this identity of beloved until we strike purest gold.  To 

do so we will explore three lessons in being God's loved ones.      

    

Lesson One: Beloved is United to the Doctrine of Election    

    

Colossians 3:12 says, "So, as those chosen of God, holy and 

beloved..." 1 Thessalonians 1:4 says, "knowing, brethren beloved by 

God, His choice of you..." The word "chosen" and the word 

"beloved" are almost synonymous and interchangeable.     

    

2nd Thessalonians 2:13 has great insight into this first lesson. Paul 

writes, "... we should always give thanks to God for you, brethren, 

beloved by the Lord, because God has chosen you from the 

beginning for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and faith 

in the truth." They were beloved by the Lord and this proved itself 

in God choosing them from eternity for a salvation accomplished in 

time. The Spirit activates this in our life through regeneration and 

then we believe in the truth of the gospel.  All glory and praise to our 

Triune God!     

    

Election is the sovereign and loving act of God whereby He sets His 

love upon those whom He would save and did so from all eternity or 

before time began. We are beloved from eternity and for eternity! 

This is a critical connection. Can you be saved and believe that God 

loves you without ever understanding or accepting sovereign 

election? Yes. But understanding these deeper things of the Word of 

God should take God’s love for you to a whole new depth.  To more 

fully understand and appreciate and live from your identity of 

beloved, you must contemplate that He chose you unconditionally 

before the foundation of the world.     
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Nothing we have done or will do prompts God's electing love for 

us. It is independent and unconditional, arising solely from within 

the being of God, for God is love and loves His own freely.     

    

Far too many Christians only know God's love at the level of John 

3:16. There is a love of God for His own that precedes the sending 

of His Son into the world and is deeper than God’s general 

disposition toward a world of rebel Jews and Gentiles. God simply 

chooses to love us despite what we do, not because of what we do 

or will do. And this is good news for sinners like you and me! I didn't 

earn God's love and therefore I can't lose God's love (Phil. 1:6). 

Hallelujah, what a Savior!     

    

We should believe and accept the doctrine of divine, unconditional  

election because it is in God’s inerrant Word. No theologian came 

up with this doctrine. Rather God revealed it to humble our proud 

hearts and exalt the glory of His grace. Submit to it and your heart 

will soar in delight and comfort and security like never before. These 

truths are in God's Word for God's people. They are the meat of the 

Word, meant to nourish our faith and give us confidence in life.  They 

tell us over and over, “salvation is of the Lord.”  We are saved by 

grace from first to last (Eph. 2:1-10). Grace is an expression of love. 

Beloved, you are loved.    

    

Lesson Two: Beloved is Demonstrated at the Cross     

    

If we ask what it means that God loves the world and how is it 

proven, the Bible answers with verses like John 15:13. "Jesus said, 

'Greater love has no one than this that one lay down his life for his 

friends. You are My friends' He said this to His disciples.     

    

In Galatians 2:20, Paul says, "I have been crucified with Christ, it is 

no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me and the life which I now 

live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and 

gave Himself up for me." Paul links "loved me" and "gave Himself 

up for me." These two always go together.     

    

Perhaps the most well-known verse is Romans 5:8, "But God 

demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet 

sinners, Christ died for us."     
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And from I John 4, "By this the love of God was manifested in us, 

that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world so that we 

might live through Him. In this is love, not that we loved God but 

that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins 

…  the Father has sent the Son to be the Savior of the world …We 

have come to know and  have  believed the love which God has for 

us. God is love … We love, because He first loved us."     

    

What is God's love? It is God's act of sending Christ to die for our 

sins so that He could bring us to God, having overcome every 

obstacle in the way. When God loves us, He loves us for our highest 

good and for His own glory, with both affection and action. His love 

ultimately involves Him giving Himself to us and claiming us as His 

own. This is the highest good possible as God Himself is the highest 

good possible. When we experience God Himself through the gift of 

His Son, we then glorify Him for His allsatisfying, all conquering 

grace.      

    

The fact that God demonstrates His love at the cross means that we 

can rely on something that happened in history. This is not a feeling 

or some subjective experience as basis of our faith. We go back in 

time to a real place, a real person, dying on a real cross and rising 

from a real tomb and we say "that is the evidence that God loves me; 

that is the proof." It's attested by history and eyewitnesses and 

reliable documents as these first-hand eye-witnesses wrote these 

things down to preserve them and that is where I rest my faith.    

   

Here’s the truth, beloved, no matter where you are right now, no 

matter what you have done, no matter the sins or insecurities or 

disappointments that plague your mind: God loves you today the 

same as always. He loves you today the same as when He chose you 

before the foundation of the world. He loves you today the same as 

when Jesus Christ died for you. He loves you today the same as the 

day He regenerated you. His love has not drifted or faded or 

vanished like so much human love. It hasn’t because it can’t.     

    

God’s love is manifested in delight and tender affections and warm 

feelings toward His children. We see this throughout the Old 

Testament, especially places like the Psalms and the Prophets. We 
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see this throughout the Gospels as we watch God in action. God is 

a real person who has emotions and we shouldn’t only think of His 

love as something dutiful or austere, but that His heart is actually 

inclined toward us with feelings of delight over us. Can I say it this 

way? God doesn’t just love us, He likes us. He befriends us.  He 

wants to be with us. He invites us to spend time with Him. He 

doesn’t need our fellowship but He delights in it and is pleased by it.  

He has all the holy fatherly affections we would expect His love to 

produce. We remember that Jesus referred to the Disciples as   

His friends and that Abraham is called “the friend of God.”   

    

Do you have a child? Think about how you felt when he or she 

arrived. We have three children and I cried from joy at the birth of 

each one. The emotional welling up of love toward that helpless baby 

almost seemed involuntary at the time. I was filled with delight and 

joy and instant desire to hold them and kiss their little faces. I can’t 

help but think this is but a shadow of the One who is love and the 

Father of all fathers and how He felt toward us when we were born 

again by His grace, rooted in His choice of us from all eternity in His 

own Beloved Son.    

    

Lesson Three: Beloved is the Essential Identity for the Entire 

Christian Life    

    

If you're looking for the secret of the Christian life, this is it. Usually 

when I read something like that, suspicion arises.  But this time it is 

true! Nothing rises above this as the most essential truth to every 

aspect of your Christian life. To prove it, I'm going to show you five 

different areas of our Christian life that together are the sum and 

substance of Christianity and how each one hinges on knowing, 

experiencing and walking in God’s love in a personal way.     

    

First, some say being Spirit-filled is the key to the Christian life. I 

would say yes, it's very important. Spiritually speaking, we go 

nowhere without the Spirit.  But guess what, the secret to being 

Spirit-filled is actually experiencing the love of God.  We become 

Spirit-filled as we drink from the fountain of His loving acceptance 

of us in Christ.     
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Ephesians 3:14-19 is a great prayer of Paul for the Ephesian believers. 

In verse 17 he begins to talk about being rooted and grounded in the 

love of God. In verse 18 he prays they would be able to comprehend 

what is really beyond human comprehension. Then he prays that they 

would "know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge." So we 

can grow in our knowledge, really our experience of the love of Christ 

as Christians.     

    

But why does Paul want them to know the love of Christ which 

surpasses knowledge? It's a means to an end, and the end is at the 

end of verse 19, "that you may be filled up to all the fullness of God." 

This prayer is like stair steps until it reaches a finally destination, 

described as “filled up to all the fullness of God.”   

    

Filled with God’s fullness is another way of saying "Spirit-filled," 

because the Spirit is God. When we are Spirit-filled, we are consumed 

with God, controlled by God and moved by God. But how does the 

filling of the Spirit come about?    

   

According to Paul, it happens by us knowing the love of Christ in 

deeper measure. If you want to be filled up with God, knowing the 

love of Christ is the means.  The love of Christ becomes the bridge 

we travel to enter the blessed land of being Spirit-filled. The means 

that God uses is your heart-felt contemplation on the love of Christ 

for you, a contemplation enabled by the Spirit of God.   

    

Thinking deeply and truly on how much the Triune God loves you 

becomes the funnel into your soul through which God pours  

Himself and fills or controls your life.     

   

Second, some say the most important aspect of the Christian life is 

forgiving others.  No doubt, a day won’t pass without needing to do 

so.  No relationship survives without it. It’s at the heart of imitating 

God.  But where does forgiveness come from?      

    

Ephesians 4:32 – 5:2 gives us the answer. "Be kind to one another, 

tenderhearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has 

forgiven you. Therefore be imitators of God as beloved children and 

walk in love, just as Christ also loved you and gave Himself up for us, an 

offering and a sacrifice to God as a fragrant aroma."     
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We're going to be offended and we're going to offend. We are both 

sinners and sufferers. You will be hurt in this life and this will become 

a great temptation to insecurities and embracing false identities. Hurt 

often becomes temptation to sin, either to pursue sinful comfort or 

pleasure or to strike back in anger.    

   

So, how do we freely, kindly forgive people that have hurt us? 

Strangely enough, forgiveness begins with understanding that you are 

beloved. It happens when you understand that God in Christ has 

forgiven you of so much more than you will ever forgive another 

person. When we forgive we are actually imitating our heavenly 

Father, as His beloved child. The more we know we are loved, the 

more we can forgive. Our forgiveness flows from a position of 

strength called “beloved.” So as we are basking in free forgiveness, 

living under the smile of God, we freely, tenderly and dare I say easily 

forgive others. Why hold a grudge when you know the God of the 

universe is on your side? How can we hold a grudge in light of what 

He has forgiven us?     

    

Third, some say how you deal with trials is a strong indicator of your 

Christian walk.  Well, guess what?  Experiencing God's love is 

essential to dealing with trials and even facing death. Holding firmly 

to our identity of beloved, we will be ushered into heaven without a 

fear or moment of worry.   

   

Romans 8:35 says, "Who will separate us from the love of Christ?" 

The possibilities listed are the very things that might pull our hearts 

away from abiding in God's love. Tribulation, distress, worry and 

anxiety? Persecution or starving to death? Nakedness (freezing to 

death)? Peril or sword (bleeding to death)? "But in all these things we 

overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us." How?  Through 

Him who loved us. Not, “through Him who is holy.” Not, “through 

Him who is sovereign.” Not “through Him who is faithful.”  But 

“through Him who loved us.” Of course He is all these other things 

as well, but if He didn’t love us, nothing else would matter. We 

wouldn’t overcome and we would be doomed.     

    

Are you facing setbacks? Are you facing defeat and discouragement, 

disappointment or rejection from others?  Are you dealing with 
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spiritual depression or the aftermath of sin done by you or to you? 

Do you feel like you're living under a dark cloud, wondering if you 

are Satan's number one target? Are you plagued by insecurities that 

make you do sinful and irrational and selfdestructive things? Are you 

asking yourself "how am I going to get through this problem?” Or 

“How do I stare death square in the eyes and not blink?” There is 

only one way:  Through Him who loved us!     

    

Fourth, some Christians would say that obeying God is the most 

important thing. Loving God with all your heart, mind, soul, and 

strength is why we're here and thus the most important thing. It is 

the greatest commandment after all. But I want to tell you that 

essential to obeying God is knowing that you are loved by God. 

Here’s the greatest motivator to obedience in the universe, the 

generator that powers the engine of obedience, otherwise it is all 

works-righteousness.    

    

First John 4 teaches us that our love for God is always a response to 

Him. We only love Him because He loves us first. Our love and 

worship of God is always a response to His loving us first and 

inviting us to worship Him. If you want to obey God more 

consistently and pursue holiness more fervently, don’t add more rules 

to your life. Instead, consistently call to mind that God loves you. 

This literally changes everything. Rules cannot restrain the flesh; in 

fact they provoke sin. God’s love though truly satisfies where the 

pursuits of sin do not, meaning when we are filled up with God’s 

love for us, obedience flows from a heart of contentment in God.   

    

It is impossible to obey God from the heart if we fear His punitive 

wrath. This is what Martin Luther tried for 20 plus years of his life, 

and he discovered that if you live in fear of the wrath of God you will 

actually hate God, not love Him. Living in craven fear of God is 

actually the opposite of living under His loving acceptance.    

    

1st John 4 teaches us that completed or mature love casts out fear. 

Not the reverential fear of God, because we are commanded to fear 

God in the New Testament but rather the fear of God's just and full 

punishment for our sins. We still have awe and great reverence for 

God, but we do not fear His wrath as believers. At some level this is 

what it means to be a believer. Perfect love casts out that kind of fear 
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and replaces it with a freedom to love and obey God in ways we 

never could before.     

    

Nothing motivates us more than love nor is anything more 

encouraging than love. Nothing is more inspiring than love. Nothing 

is more important than love. It works on a human level and it works 

on a divine level. The greatest of these is love, Paul reminds us in I 

Cor. 13.     

    

Finally, some say loving others is the most important aspect to the 

Christian life. Seven times in 1 John 4 we are told to love one another. 

A closer look shows we are never the source, but always the conduit. 

Like a powerful flashlight we are to shine on all people.  But 

understand your batteries are recharged by divine love.    

    

To the degree that I abide in God's love is the degree that I am able 

to love others effusively, consistently and practically. When I 

withdraw from others and stop loving them, when I use others 

instead of serve them, it's because in that moment I am not abiding 

in God's love for me. I have forgotten my true identity. I’ve lost my 

bearings in the fog of flesh.    

    

How many churches could heal and grow if this was the prevailing 

mindset among one another, that we are beloved? God's love softens, 

humbles, and takes off the rough edges so that we can, in turn, love 

the hard, the proud, and those with rough edges. God's love melts 

the heart of stone and heals the bitter of spirit so that we can turn 

around and love the frozen and sin-sick.     

    

Lay hold of your “beloved” identity and you can truly love others 

without being guarded, defensive, or always trying to prove 

something. God's love allows us to relax and to love with abandon. 

It cures insecurity and lays the foundation for our most important 

identity.   

The divisive and the difficult, the argumentative and the uptight, the 

irritated and frustrated – at bottom of all of those issues they are 

forgetting “I am beloved of God, the God of the universe.”    

   

If you are struggling or hurting or discouraged or insecure, if you feel 

laid low, disappointed in yourself and life, sinful, guilty and tempted 
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to give up on Christ, you need to find your lost identity. You need to 

take back what is rightfully yours and live out the identity you’ve been 

freely given by pure, sovereign grace. You were chosen before time 

began, redeemed by Christ by His sacrificial death and born again not 

by your choice of Him but by His Spirit applying His redemption to 

your soul.    

    

You belong to Him because He chose you! You are forgiven because 

His Son died for you! He will never change His mind about His love 

for you! You are beloved.   

   

Discussion Questions   

   

1. How can God’s love be abused or defined by culture in a way 

that’s not biblical?    

2. Must we choose to let God love us? Where does God’s sovereign 

grace and our choice to receive it intersect?    

3. Define beloved in your own words. How does this make you 

feel?   

4. Why is love the greatest motivator in all the world? Or is it?   

5. How can you apply this chapter to your thinking? To your 

behavior?    
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 Chapter 2    

A Child of God    
    

So then, brethren, we are under obligation, not to the flesh, to live according to the 

flesh – for if you are living according to the flesh, you must die; but if by the 

Spirit you are putting to death the deeds of the body, you will live. For all who 

are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. For you have not 

received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of 

adoption as sons by which we cry out, “Abba! Father!” The Spirit Himself 

testifies with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, heirs also, 

heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him so that 

we may also be glorified with Him.     

- Romans 8:12-17    

    

While preaching a series on our identity in Christ, a solicitation mailer 

showed up in our mailbox from a company called Lifelock. The front 

of the envelope said, “Identity fraudsters stole $16 billion from 12.7 

million people in 2014.” On the other side of the envelope it said, 

“You may never think it can happen until it happens. You have only 

one identity. Protect it with the best: Lifelock.” When I opened it up 

and looked through it, I eventually got down to the fine print: “No 

one can prevent all identity theft.”     

    

As believers, technically speaking, our identity in Christ can’t be 

stolen. But in practical terms, it can be forgotten or neglected. This 

identity loss or identity amnesia starts innocent enough.     

    

Work as our Identity    

    

We go to college and get a degree in a certain profession. Or perhaps 

we get some job training or on-the-job training. Whatever the path 

God had for you, before you know it (especially for men), work 

doesn't just provide for you nor describe what you do, it defines you.  

If it defines you, it defines your worth as well. Now your identity and 

worth is tied to work, salary, benefits, titles, promotions and 

retirement plans.  This is not good.     

Work as identity comes upon us unawares. Someone asks, “Tell me 

about yourself” and you answer, “I’m a teacher” or “I’m a 
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businessman” or “I’m a pastor.” This is a slippery slope for men 

hard wired to produce and conquer and sweat. A man who is 

unemployed, underemployed, or even retired can feel useless and 

become depressed. Vacations are great, but a permanent vacation? 

That gets expensive, boring, and unfulfilling.     

    

If your title, position, business or job is taken away, then who are 

you? What do you have left? All of those other things can pass away, 

and in fact will, but your sonship lasts forever.    

    

We are Children of God    

    

Becoming a child of God, first of all, is rooted in loving 

predestination. We are told in the Bible that “in love He predestined 

us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself,” (Ephesians 

1:5). Being sons or children of God is only true of believers in fullest 

measure. There is a sense where we are all the offspring of God 

because God is the creator and sustainer of us all, but when the Bible 

speaks of our sonship, 99% of the time, it is really speaking to 

Christians who are properly related to God as Father and no longer 

as Judge. The other 1% would be made up of references like Acts 

17:28.    

    

Galatians 3:25-26 says, “But now that faith has come, we are no 

longer under a tutor. For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ 

Jesus.” Therefore, this is something that we become only if we believe.     

    

John 1:12-13 says, “But to those who received Him He gave the right 

to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name, 

who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the 

will of man, but of God.” And 1 John 3:1-2 says, “See how great a 

love the Father has bestowed on us that we would be called children 

of God and such we are. Beloved, now we are children of God...” 

This is not something we were born into like wealth or poverty. This 

is not something that you somehow become over time, like your 

physical stature. But through new birth from above, we become 

children of God.     

    

Knowing God as a merciful, forgiving Father is at the core of what 

it means to be in covenant with God, a partaker of the New Covenant 
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in Jesus Christ and no longer under the condemnation of the Old 

Covenant of Moses. The Law is an impossible standard and so it 

brings death.  The Gospel is God’s solution and brings life.  The Law 

establishes God as our Judge, angry about our sin.  The Gospel 

reveals God as our heavenly Father, pleased with those who are in 

Christ.    

    

In 2 Corinthians 6:18, Paul quotes from the Old Testament with God 

Himself speaking: “... I will be a Father to you, and you shall be sons 

and daughters to Me”, says the Lord Almighty.” Here is a promise of 

the New Covenant where God enters a special relationship with His 

re-born children.   

   

So, to sum up, all believers in Jesus are children of God, sons and 

daughters of the Almighty. But how does this basic identity work 

itself out in our daily lives? How do we live out this identity?     
    

Five Proofs of Being a Child of God    

    

Number One: A Child of God Kills Personal Sin    

    

A child of God is in the business of killing personal sin. Here is proof 

of being born again. Romans 8:12-14 says,    

    

So then, brethren, we are under obligation, not to the flesh, to 
live according to the flesh – for if you are living according to the 
flesh, you must die; but if by the Spirit you are putting to death 
the deeds of the body, you will live. For all who are being led by 
the Spirit of God, these are sons of God.    

    

He speaks of the sinful flesh or the sinful nature. If you are living 

according to the sinful flesh, as the pattern of your life, you must die. 

This speaks of eternal death, separated from God forever. That's the 

only possible outcome in a universe ruled by a just and holy God.     

    

A true believer simply cannot and will not “live according to the 

flesh” as the uninterrupted pattern of life. We can’t love our sin and 

wallow in it as sons and daughters of God.       
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But, “if by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds of the body,” 

(obviously the sinful deeds of the body) “you will live.” You'll live 

eternally. “For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are 

sons of God.” This is the Spirit-led life of constantly putting sin to 

death. So often we pull verse 14 out of context and conjure up some 

mystical, subjective Christianity where we are just led by the Spirit of 

God in a “what's God saying to me now” kind of way. But that's a 

fatal error that people make by pulling verses out of context.  We 

must connect verse 14 to verse 13, “If by the Spirit you are putting 

to death the deeds of the body you will live. For all who are being led  

by the Spirit of God, these are sons of   

God.”     

    

Think of huge road construction equipment. You can hear them 

before you see them. Over and over, these giant chisels pound the 

rock, pound the rock, pound the rock, beating it into submission. 

This is really the role of the Spirit of God in our life. This is not will 

power religion; this is Spirit-empowered, killing-sin-dead religion. To 

be Spirit led is to be killing sin dead.     

    

The Spirit wants nothing more in your life than to see your holiness 

move in the direction of Jesus. That’s His primary role. He is God, 

the Holy Spirit. He comes and goes to work, pounding away at pride, 

selfishness, greed, lust, slander, and lies. He's forevermore pounding 

away at the sin that remains, going deeper and deeper. Like that 

massive road equipment, He alone has the power to break up and 

haul away stubborn rocks of sin that remain in our lives. Like giant 

rocks in the way of progress, some of our sins are more stubborn 

than others.    

    

Paul is saying that putting sin to death actually proves that we are 

sons of God. It's not about how you feel. It's about whether you're 

going to war with sin on a daily basis. If there is no struggle with sin, 

you are not a child of God.      

    

Don't negotiate with your sin. Don't slap it on the wrist and let it out 

on bail like lame district attorneys are doing with dangerous 

criminals. Don’t pat it on the head and tell it “everything will be 

okay.” Everything will not be okay. Don't ignore it and hope that it 

goes away. It is not going away. Treat personal sin like a society 
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should treat a serial killer. Arrest it.  Judge it. Then execute it, all by 

the power of the Spirit of God, not the arm of the flesh. To give it 

room and board is to harbor your mortal enemy.      

    

Number Two: A Child of God Cries “Abba! Father!”    

    

Romans 8:15 says, “For you have not received a spirit of slavery 

leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as 

sons by which we cry out, 'Abba! Father!'” Galatians 4:4-5 says, “But 

when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth His Son, born 

under the Law, so that He might redeem those who were under the 

Law, that we might receive the adoption as sons.” Because of our 

adoption into God’s family, the child of God has gone from facing a 

condemning Judge at death to total acceptance of a confirming 

Father, from guilty in the courtroom to forgiven in the living room, 

from craven fear of a wrathful Deity to crying out   

“Abba! Father!”    

    

As you live your Christian life do you ever think that God is angry 

with you? Or against you in some way? Dear child of God, He is not 

against you. He is your Father. In fact He can't be wrathful toward 

you. That cup has been emptied on Christ. Jesus drank that cup to 

the last drop.     

    

This is the whole meaning of the cross and propitiation. God’s wrath 

toward us has been turned to favor and that favor will last forever. 

Slavery to sin, fear of wrath and condemnation has ended. Slavery to 

the law and trying to please God to earn our way into heaven is over! 

We haven't received that spirit of slavery “leading to fear again”. We 

have received the spirit of adoption as sons and are thus affirmed by 

the Father as His own child. No longer is He the condemning Judge 

we deserve.  But He is the Father we need. He is “Father! Father!” to 

every returning prodigal as He runs to meet us with the embrace of 

full forgiveness.      

    

Abba is Aramaic for father, it's “Father! Father!” It's “Papa! Papa!”   

It's a term of endearment and sweet intimacy. We can say this to Him! 

There's that moment of recognition echoed in Galatians 4:6: 

“Because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into 

our hearts, crying, 'Abba! Father!'” Paul calls Him the Spirit of His 
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Son and God has put Him into our hearts. Now think about this 

carefully – as a child of God, you are united to Christ. We are able, 

then, to talk to God like Jesus talked to God. None other than the 

Spirit of Christ is in us, so we too recognize Him as Father like Jesus 

recognized Him as Father.     

    

We recall the Lord’s Prayer – “Our Father who is in heaven …” Or 

the Garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus says “Abba! Father! If there 

is any way that this cup can pass from Me.” And the High Priestly 

prayer of John 17 where six times Jesus addresses God as “Father,” 

including “Righteous Father,” and “O Holy Father.” We are united 

to Christ and so it is the Spirit of His Son that is in us crying out still, 

just as He did on the days when He was on the earth.     

    

It is difficult to talk about God as Father without raising the issue of 

earthly fathers. Some people really struggle with even seeing God as 

Father because they can't see past their earthly father. Can I gently 

and simply state the obvious? They are not the same person.     

    

You can see past your earthly father to your heavenly Father. You 

can and you must. If you want to stay tethered to the past hurt, fear, 

bitterness and unforgiveness you can.  We all can. And so can our 

kids. And their kids.  Or we can move on and break this terrible cycle 

of spiritual poverty. That is the beauty of the Gospel. Whatever your 

earthly father did to you or failed to do for you, that wasn't your 

heavenly Father. They are not the same person! One is but for a 

moment, the other is eternal. One is flesh and bone, the other is 

Spirit. One is flawed, broken and prone to sin.  The other is perfect, 

holy, righteous and wise. We need to honor the first, cry out to the 

second, and never confuse the two.     

    

Number Three: A Child of God Knows He is a Child of God    

    

Romans 8:16. “The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are 

children of God.” A child of God knows he is a child of God. 

Because the same Spirit that enables us to kill sin and that cries out 

“Abba! Father!” testifies to our human spirit that we are His children.     

    

Slaves had no rights in ancient Greece and Rome. The typical slave 

lived in craven fear of his master who was often a taskmaster and 
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little god to the slave. Slaves were nothing more than animals with 

this difference – pets think they are family, but slaves knew they 

weren’t. A slave knew she was not heir of anything other than more 

work. Paul uses this backdrop to say to believers, “but you are not a 

slave any longer, you are a son or daughter of God and that forever!” 

Galatians 4:7 says, “Therefore you are no longer a slave, but a son...” 

This was unheard of in the culture of slavery. Romans 8 shows us 

that not only is this true, but we can know that it's true. We can walk 

and live as if it’s true. When all seems lost and falling apart around 

us, down deep inside there is peace that I am a child of God and 

everything will be ok.   

   

But what about when we have doubts concerning our standing with 

God? What about a lack of assurance of sonship and salvation? These 

are big questions beyond the scope of this book or chapter but we 

can agree on this – if I know and embrace and live out my biblical 

identity as a beloved child of God, then assurance of salvation will 

surely follow. We can be saved and not always be sure of it. We can 

also have a false assurance and not be saved. The books of James and 

I John were written so that we could examine our faith in light of 

Scriptural tests to discern if we be “in the faith” or have a faith that 

is dead and useless. Doubts are generally spawned by unconfessed 

sin and doubts are destroyed by hearing the word of God. “So faith 

comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ” (Romans 

10:17).       

    

Number Four: A Child of God is an Heir of God    

    

Romans 8:17 says, “and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and 

fellow heirs with Christ...” Galatians 4:7 again chimes in, “Therefore 

you are no longer a slave, but a son; and if a son, then an heir through 

God.” Have you ever noticed in the Bible that we have become 

children of God in two different senses?    

    

First, we are children of God by adoption, which changed our legal 

status before God. In justification we are declared righteous in His sight 

and now through His adoption we become both child and legal heir.  

But that wasn't enough for God.     
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He also wanted us to be His child by nature, to share the Divine 

nature and resemble the adoptive parent. So He regenerated or 

birthed us by His Spirit.     

    

Believer, you have a permanent seat at His table, an inheritance you 

cannot lose, and God’s promise to never revoke it. You cannot be 

un-regenerated and you cannot be un-adopted. No matter what, you 

will always be His child, share His nature and retain His name.     

    

God’s last will and testament identifies us as heirs of God and joint 

heirs with Jesus! United to Christ, the only rightful heir to the Father's 

estate, we become joint heirs with the One who deserves it all! What 

grace, we share in what we never merit.  It's not something we earn 

as it rightfully belongs to Christ. United to Him we have His standing 

and status before the Father so that whatever belongs to Christ 

belongs to us!     

    

Consider the magnitude of this inheritance. Every star, planet, the 

whole earth, and everything it contains was made for Christ and 

belongs to Him. We are joint heirs of Christ, so one day it will all 

belong to us! The meek shall inherit the earth.          

   

Number Five: A Child of God Suffers in This Life    

    

Even though you and I are going to inherit the earth, and even 

though God will not withhold from us any good thing in eternity, yet 

we still must suffer this side of heaven (cf. Romans 8:17b). If we are 

to share in Jesus inheritance then we must share in Jesus’ suffering. 

If we are going to be united in His resurrection then we must be 

united to His crucifixion. If we are to wear the crown in glory, we 

must first bear the cross in humiliation. How easily we forget that 

“although He was a Son, He learned obedience from the things 

which He suffered” (Hebrews 5:8).   

   

Jesus suffered ridicule of His own family calling Him insane, mocking 

from Jewish leaders, blasphemy from the Phariesses who said He was 

demon-possessed, rejection by the nation of Israel, betrayal from one 

of His chosen apostles Judas and denial by the lead apostle and close 

friend Peter. Before that denial, John, Peter and the rest had fled for 

their lives at His arrest. He suffered hunger and thirst in the 
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wilderness, as Satan emptied his arsenal on the Son of God at the 

beginning of His public ministry. He suffered the grief of losing His 

cousin and forerunner John the Baptist for the sake of righteousness. 

He suffered the anguish of living in a fallen world that resulted in the 

death of His dear friend Lazarus. He then suffered extreme duress 

and anguish of soul in the Garden of Gethsemane at the end of His 

short public ministry. This life of suffering climaxed in His last week 

on earth but especially upon the Cross, where He screamed out the 

cry of dereliction, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” 

No human being has ever approached the depth and breadth of the 

suffering of the holy and innocent Lamb of God. He suffered in 

every way possible – physically, emotionally, mentally, relationally 

and spiritually. And in some mysterious way as the GodMan, He 

suffered eternally as He bore the wrath of God for the sins of His 

people, as the Father turned His face away from Jesus the Messiah. 

His greatest suffering was taking the full fury of God’s penalty for 

sins He did not commit, yet were placed upon His righteous head as 

“He became sin for us.”    

    

Part of our cross-bearing is His fatherly discipline described in 

Hebrews 12. It also includes persecution, fighting temptation, and 

resisting the Devil, just like Jesus. Those are all forms of suffering 

that only a believer can experience. For example, unbelievers don't 

fight temptation, they just yield to it. Slaves to sin can only sin.  

Unbelievers do not resist the Devil; they just live under his rule, even 

as most deny his existence. Unbelievers are not chastised by a 

heavenly Father when they sin; they simply store up wrath to come 

from the righteous Judge of all people.       

    

Even though everything will be ours one day, our identity as children 

does not exempt us from suffering.  Actually, it guarantees that we 

will.        

Have you misplaced your identity? Rise up, child of God, and find it. 

Has the world distracted you to the point that you have forgotten 

your identity? Remember, you are a son or daughter of the Almighty.  

Take back what is rightfully yours!    
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Discussion Questions   

   

1. Does your human father help or hinder you from thinking of 

God as your Father? If he helps, thank God for him and thank 

him for showing you the heavenly Father, if you are able. If he 

hinders, how can you overcome this hindrance?   

2. If appropriate, share with your discussion group an update on 

your personal fight with sin.   

3. How often do you really think of God as “Abba! Father!”? What 

could increase this?   

4. How does your being an heir of God and joint heir of Christ help 

you with the temptations of materialism, greed and 

discontentment?   

5. Why must God’s precious, blood-bought, heaven-bound 

children suffer in this life?   
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Chapter 3    

A Saint    
    

First century Corinth was a wealthy and wicked city of about 80,000 

people. It functioned as a trading center and hub of commerce in the 

ancient world. There were sailors, merchant marines and 

businessmen in abundance. Corinth was the capital city of the region 

of Achaia and was also known for its sexual immorality and religious 

idolatry.      

    

Corinth was at one time, before the first century, the home of the 

ancient temple to Aphrodite, the goddess of love. Her temple had 

1,000 prostitutes. Even after her temple lay in ruins, her spirit 

remained. Prostitutes were not on the back streets of Corinth. They 

were on Main Street in plain view.  Corinth could make Las Vegas 

blush.   

    

The typical Corinthian loved power, wealth and sex. They loved the 

wisdom of man and the power of athletes and gladiators. Corinth was 

the host to the biennial Isthmian games. It was a place of vainglory, 

gluttony and vice of every kind, the epitome of all that was wrong in 

the Greek and Roman culture of the day. They worshipped human 

wisdom, exalted oratory skills and adored the female body. To 

Corinthianize meant to fornicate. Corinth was so messed up that 

prostitution wasn’t just legal, it was admired and encouraged to 

prevent adultery!     

    

Paul went there and proclaimed Christ and Him crucified.  As a result 

God called many who were foolish, base, and weak. He also called a 

few who were elite and wealthy to show the gospel has no 

boundaries.     

    

The Corinthian believers came to Christ out of all manner of 

depravity: open fornication, idolatry, adultery, men acting like 

women, homosexuality, stealing, coveting, drunkenness, reviling and 

swindling others.       
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It is no surprise then that this new church of infant Christians would 

be beset with problems. The first mentioned was a prideful party 

spirit. They saw the apostles as the next great philosophers. They 

argued among themselves over who they liked best. This led to 

division in their ranks and the sickening adulation of man. “I am of 

Paul”.  Another would say, “Oh, but I am of Apollos,” the much 

better orator. Or, “I am of Cephas,” the clear leader among the 

original Twelve. And then some, perhaps the super-spiritual would 

say, “Oh, no, no.  I (pause for dramatic effect) am of Christ.”     

    

They were just mimicking the culture around them who said, “I am 

of Aristotle,” “I am of Plato,” or “I am of Socrates.” They were 

infants in Christ and choked on the meat of the Word. Their 

immaturity was proven by their jealousy over spiritual gifts and 

constant bickering among themselves.     

    

It gets worse. A son-in-law was sleeping with his step-mother! 

Perhaps the father had died but it didn't matter. This was sin 

condemned by the Law of God and by Roman culture. There it was, 

being practiced by a church member while the rest of the church 

looked the other way.  How sad when Christians don’t even rise to 

the level of morality among the lost. The church did nothing to 

correct this sinful behavior. They did boast about it though.    

Their attitude must have been “look how free we are in Christ.”    

    

Believers were dragging each other into court before unbelieving 

judges. Instead of turning to one another for mediation and 

reconciliation, they were casting their nets in the swamp of human 

wisdom.     

    

Two times in 1 Corinthians, Paul reminded them that their bodies 

were temples of the Holy Spirit and not to be joined to a prostitute. 

Now, if he had to tell them twice, what does that imply? Apparently, 

the Corinthians got saved and thought “well, this is just part of our 

life, it's okay.” Paul says, “No, it's not okay! Your body is a temple of 

the Holy Spirit. You can't join it with a prostitute.” The grave clothes 

had to be discarded.    

    

Being selfish and greedy, they grumbled about supporting their 

ministers financially.     
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They abused the Lord's Supper, in masse. The rich wouldn't share 

their food with the poor. They would come to the love feast before 

the Lord's Supper and only fellowship with each other. Not only that, 

they would get drunk before Communion!     

    

Some women were out of line in Corinth, not walking in proper 

submission to their husbands and church leaders. Mimicking 

something from the culture, they apparently sought positions of 

leadership and authority in the church.    

    

Many were using spiritual gifts out of pride, not love, for vainglory, 

not the glory of God. In fact, they had taken the sign gift of tongues 

and perverted it beyond recognition. They were mimicking the pagan 

culture around them with their babbling that was incoherent, 

meaningless and not edifying to the brethren.    

    

In pride they forgot they needed each other, that they were connected 

members of the Body of Christ. Their worship services were at times 

marked by chaos and confusion.    

    

Finally, to top off this pile of depravity, they fell into the grossest of 

doctrinal error, believing that Jesus wasn’t literally raised from the 

dead. Some doubted or denied a physical resurrection, thus flirting 

with a denial of the resurrection of Christ, and getting perilously close 

to denying the gospel itself.     

    

A few months before I Corinthians was written, they had promised 

to help the starving Jewish saints in Judea who were experiencing 

horrific famine. But when the time came to get out the wallet they 

suddenly came down with amnesia.     

    

I’m sure many of us might be inclined to wonder if they were truly 

born again. No wonder Paul exhorted them in 2 Corinthians 13:5, 

“Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine yourselves! Or 

do you not recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you  

– unless indeed you fail the test?”   

    

Yet what does Paul call them, remarkably more than any other 

church? Holy Ones! More than the church at Ephesus, more than the 
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church at Thessalonica and more than the church at Rome, he calls 

the Christians in Corinth “Saints,” or “Holy Ones,” or “Set Apart 

Ones”. Eleven times in 1 and 2 Corinthians combined, Paul uses this 

title to identify them.  This is simply stunning.  Why call such sinners 

“holy ones”?  Because the gospel is about identity transformation 

first, then behavior modification.  If you change the heart and identity 

of a person, you change their behavior.  Paul’s strategy was to say, 

“regardless of today’s stumbles, you are still holy ones in His sight.”    

     

Saint or Holy One in the New Testament    

    

This title “Saint” or “Holy One,” from the book of Acts to 

Revelation is used sixty times, with forty by Paul. It is therefore 

significant when he uses it eleven times of the Corinthians. Now, 

granted, he wrote two letters to them, but it is still more than any 

other church he addressed. The most uses of “holy ones” are for the 

worst church.      

    

Paul, called as an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God, and 
Sosthenes our brother, To the church of God which is at Corinth, 
to those who have been sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints by calling, 
with all who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, their Lord and ours: Grace to you and peace from God our 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. I thank my God always 
concerning you for the grace of God which was given you in Christ 
Jesus, that in everything you were enriched in Him, in all speech 
and all knowledge, even as the testimony concerning Christ was 
confirmed in you, so that you are not lacking in any gift, awaiting 
eagerly the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ, who will also 
confirm you to the end, blameless in the day of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. God is faithful, through whom you were called into 
fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.    

- 1 Corinthians 1:1-9    

    

Knowing what he knows, is that not breathtaking? This is how Paul 

addresses them, meaning this is how God thinks of them and how   

God sees them.  “You are holy ones!”     

    

Look how he begins in verse 2, “To the church of God which is at  

Corinth, to those who have been sanctified...” It's a finished act with 

continuing results. They have been set apart and will always be set 
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apart positionally. Sanctification has two aspects. The first aspect is a 

once-for-all-time setting apart at conversion for Jesus Christ. Then 

that act begins an ongoing process of sanctification in daily life.      In 

1:2 of 1st Corinthians, Paul is speaking of that initial, finished work, 

having been united to the person of Christ. They are “holy ones by 

calling”, not yet by behavior. It is so critical that we understand this 

as we continue to think how God sees and defines us.    

     

He does not say, “You are holy ones by performance.” They weren't. 

They are holy ones by calling. This had nothing to do with them and 

everything to do with God and His effectual, powerful call of them 

to Christ and to holiness.     

    

They were not made holy but pronounced holy by this calling. From 

God's perspective they were completely set apart from sin. From 

God’s vantage point, He sees all believers as blameless, spotless, 

glistening white, sinless and stainless. He sees us as He sees Jesus.      

    

From the moment of saving faith in Jesus Christ, that's how God 

sees the believer – every believer, all the time!  Even when we sin.    

    

A saint is not something you become by being super-spiritual. A saint 

is not something the Pope or a church can confer on another person 

after they have died. Believers are saints by calling and holy ones from 

the beginning. No man can confer this on another individual. We 

become saints the moment we repent and trust Christ.  His saintliness 

becomes our saintliness, His righteousness our righteousness, His 

standing before God, our standing.      

    

You are still a holy one in God's eyes, even in the midst of active 

sinning. We are sinning saints not saintly sinners. Sinning is the 

adjective.  Saint is the noun. We are by definition holy unto the Lord 

our God and this position or status is immutable.     

    

So does real life holiness matter? Of course it matters. That's why 

Paul writes the rest of 1 Corinthians. Beginning in 1:10 and all the 

way to the end he's going to address the sin of wrong behavior, 

wrong thinking and wrong beliefs and call them to a life of obedience 

and holiness. It matters because without holiness “no one will see the 

Lord” (Hebrews 12:14). Everyone justified is sanctified; every true 
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believer grows in the grace and knowledge of Christ. Without growth 

in holiness, we reveal a lack of God’s holy calling to salvation.   

    

But what Paul wants to say to all struggling Christians is this: “You 

are holy. Now let's work together on living like it.” That's 

discipleship. “You are this,” Paul says, “now I'm going to come 

alongside you with some strong words at times. I'll rebuke you at 

times. I'll exhort you at times. I'll remind and comfort you at times. 

But I want to come alongside you to help you become in practice 

what you already are in position.”     

    

Positional sanctification always sets us on a path of practiced 

sanctification. There are no exceptions. Eventually every saint makes 

progress in saintliness. Every saint becomes perfectly holy, 

eventually, in glorification. So perfect holiness is our aim now, and it 

is our reward when we get to heaven.     

    

Who are you before God? You are His holy one, a saint by His 

calling.      

    

Past Identities    

    

All too often we are like the Corinthians. We identify ourselves by 

something in the past and live like we are still stuck in the past.    

     

Where I serve the Lord, some will boast, “I'm a native born Texan.” 

You see there are Texans like me and then there are native born Texans.  

That's how some like to identify themselves.   

Thankfully most people say it jokingly.  I think.      

    

Others identify themselves from where they graduated college or 

where they played college sports, like “I am an Aggie”. To that I say,  

“Roll Tide.”    

    

Still others identify themselves from their past military service. “I am 

a Marine. Once a Marine, always a Marine. That's who I am.” Or a 

past job, “I'm a retired CEO of XYZ Company.” Or a past loss. “I 

am an orphan.” “I am a widow.” Or others identify with something 

far worse, like a past event of trauma, as a true victim. This becomes 
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how they primarily see themselves in this world. “I am a rape victim,” 

or “I am a victim of domestic violence,” or “I am a victim of assault”. 

Or “I have PTSD” becomes part of an introduction.    

   

Others identify themselves with a past diagnosis or disability. “I am 

a cancer survivor.” “I am a paraplegic.” “I am bipolar.” “I am 

manicdepressive.”    

   

Finally some identify themselves with a past sin, crime, or addiction. 

Language like this, “I am a recovering alcoholic” or “I'm a registered 

sexual predator” or “I'm an ex-con.” Many of them may not be said 

out loud but they are painfully rehearsed in our thoughts.      

    

I’m not trying to minimize significant past events or real trauma. I 

would never want to minimize wounded warriors in any walk of life. 

What I am saying is none of these things are who you are if you are 

a believer in Jesus Christ! Being identified to your core by something 

of this world is a pit the grace of God pulled us out of, never to 

return! It is time to move on.  Some past event other than conversion 

to Christ, whether good or bad, can’t be the primary way you see 

yourself because that is not how God sees you! And how God sees 

us trumps all other identities and experiences.      

    

Saints are not defined by their sins. We are not even defined by our 

sin while we're committing sin. Herein lies the secret to defeat sin.  

Knowing who you are will get you out of that sin. Knowing who you 

are will enable you to move forward after sinning because you can 

still say “I am holy in His eyes.”  This is not an abuse of grace so we 

can sin more.  This is running to Jesus when we sin so that we sin 

less.       

Sixty times in the New Testament we are called holy ones. That's a 

big number. You are defined by God, not by the Devil.    

    

Four Ways to Use Your Saintly Identity    

    

First, let us be very careful how we talk about other believers because 

we are all the Lord's holy ones. We shouldn’t talk down about one of 

His holy ones. This doesn’t mean we minimize, ignore or rationalize 

anyone's sin. It does mean just as we need to remember our own 

identity, we also need to remember the identity of other believers.    
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Second, the saints should be objects of special care. As I studied this 

word I came across “serving the saints,” “caring for the saints,” 

“supporting the saints,” or “holding up the saints.” The saints need 

to be the object of benevolent care and food and visits. If a saint is 

suffering you need to rush to their relief simply because they are 

saints. “Do good to all men, but especially the household of faith.”    

    

We had a semi-retired hunting guide at church from Wisconsin who 

befriended a saint in our church, also from Wisconsin.  Mitch lived 

alone in a small room in an assisted living facility.  Roger found out 

that though Mitch did lots of pheasant and duck hunting back in the 

day, he had never killed a deer.  So Roger took up the challenge and 

after many, many days, Mitch was finally able to bag his first buck at 

the spry age of 90!  Of course their time together was the point.        

    

I think too often we have it backwards. We are too busy trying to 

feed the whole world while missing the hungry saints among us. We 

must love and take care of each other first and then move out to the 

world. “Do good to all men, but especially the household of faith.” 

The saints are to be the objects, then, of special care, support, love 

and tenderness because saints are special and they must be treated as 

such. They belong to God.     

    

Third, we must love all saints, not just saintly saints.  We need to hear 

this don't we? Love all saints regardless of their particular level, at any 

given moment, of holiness. Can I remind you that all saints are 

spiritual equals in God’s eyes? None of us are more holy in position 

than another. Justification is identical, saint to saint.  Practical 

sanctification and levels of bearing fruit will vary, but our love 

shouldn’t.    

All saints are worthy of equal love and honor, properly shown. No 

matter how low a true believer sinks, God is still with them, still 

loves them and will confirm them to the end because He is faithful. 

We are not always faithful but He is. 1 Corinthians 1:9 shows us 

how we must think of all true Christians, no matter how far they 

sink. We say to ourselves with verse 8, “they will be confirmed to 

the end, blameless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.” So I'm 

going to love them no matter their level of saintliness.     
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We may still confront, rebuke or practice church discipline. All of 

those things are loving when done in the right way for the right 

reasons.  These difficult activities in the church actually say to the 

other person – I see you as a saint and I love you too much to ignore 

your sin.    

    

Fourth, we must intentionally identify with our identity.  Become 

what you already are! Holiness of life comes from holiness of 

position. Obey God today, not to become a saint, but because you 

are a saint. This is really the difference between law and gospel.    

    

Law without grace calls mankind to holiness in our own effort and 

then condemns us when we fall short. The gospel calls believers to 

holiness in the power of the Holy Spirit, and then extends forgiveness 

when we fall short.     

    

So dear believer in Jesus, as shocking as it may sound, while you are 

sinning, the Holy One still sees you as holy. And on that basis alone 

you can and will move forward.     

   

Discussion Questions   

   

1. What did you find helpful from this chapter?    

2. Of the past identities mentioned in this chapter, which one do 

you most identify with?    

3. What has been the greatest motivator to holiness in your 

Christian life? What has been the strongest de-motivator?   

4. Of the four ways to use your saintly identity, which one needs 

the most attention in your life and why?    

5. Where have you seen growth and progress in holiness over the 

course of your Christian life? Over the last few months?   

6. Considering the first three identities of Beloved, Child of God 

and Saint, which one most grips your heart and why?     
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Chapter 4   

A Called Out One   
I recently had a Houston, Texas sports weekend with my good 

friend Kyle. It started out as a belated birthday present from my 

two sons who would gift me by buying their own ticket to the 

Texan vs Titans game. As big Alabama fans, we were going to see   

Derrick Henry of the Tennessee Titans, not the Texans. And King 

Henry did not disappoint, dropping 219 yards on the hapless 

Texans.    

   

Plans expanded when Kyle realized that there was a good chance 

the Houston Astros would be playing game two of the World Series 

the night before our football game. So that was added to the 

schedule because Kyle is not only a Texan fan (the only one I know 

actually) but he’s also an Astros fan. He joined me on the four hour 

drive, along with his teenage son Brady.     

   

The World Series game was amazing with 41,000 screaming 

Houston fans waving orange towels, looking to even the series after 

a shocking Game 1 loss. And even it up, they did, with Houston 

batters hitting three doubles in the first four pitches of their first at 

bat! The crowd was going wild. I was right there with them, waving 

my orange towel, screaming with delight and high-fiving total 

strangers. And I’m not even an Astro’s fan!   

   

The next day’s scene wasn’t quite the same. Reliant Stadium was 

half filled with subdued fans but given how bad the Texans were at 

the time, it wasn’t a bad showing. Their roster didn’t have one 

player you would specifically come to see. Yet still the PA 

announcer was pumping up the crowd and reminding them of their 

H-town, Houston strong, “stand up and stand out” identity.    

   

Both games, though very different in many ways, had this in 

common – they were dripping with Houston identity, with 

belonging to the city of Houston revelry, with all things H-town. 

Video clips talked about “my city” and “my community” and “my 

team.” They know their identity and are not ashamed to proclaim it.    
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Like every sporting event in towns large and small across our 

nation, it was all about the shared experience and the shared 

identity with your team of choice.    

   

All of this reminds me of who we are as the church, the called-out 

ones into local congregations, i.e., local faith communities where we 

share an identity with one another and a weekly experience of 

worshipping our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. Without 

boasting in ourselves, we should be boasting in Christ and our 

identity in Him. It was really cool getting to go to a World Series 

game but that can’t compare to the privilege we have in being part 

of the body of Christ, the greatest cause and most victorious team 

ever assembled.     

   

Church is the Greek word ecclesia. It is derived from the preposition 

ek meaning out of and the verb, kaleo, to call.  Christians are the called 

out ones that belong to Him and each other in a committed assembly. 

It’s a major part of who we are and what we do as  Christians. It’s a 

major part of our identity in Christ.     

    

“Church” is used seventy-seven times in the New Testament; 

churches, thirty-five times. So one hundred twelve times in the New 

Testament God calls us His called out ones. About half of those are by 

the apostle Paul.     

    

If you begin to stray in your mind as to who you are in Christ, you 

need to read Paul. As we go through each identity, nearly half of our 

uses come from him. Whether it's beloved, or children, or holy ones, or 

called out ones, Paul is the Apostle of Identity. Maybe that’s because he 

put so much stock in his pre-conversion identity as detailed in 

Philippians 3:4-6.  This former Pharisee, this external law-keeper and 

persecutor of the “called out ones” had now become one himself and 

he never got over it.      

    

We are the church, promised and purchased by Jesus Christ. We are 

the church birthed at Pentecost by the Spirit of God. We are the 

church and God is adding to our number daily those who are being 

saved. Isn't that exciting to think that God is saving someone 

somewhere on a regular basis? Finally, we are the church that will be 
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completed at the Rapture, evaluated at the Bema seat judgment of 

Christ and celebrated at the Marriage Supper of the Lamb.     

    

We are in the church age, defined as the period of time between 

Pentecost and the Rapture. God is at work today primarily in and 

through the church. The kingdom is not yet here. The kingdom is 

coming, we pray for the kingdom and her glorious King to arrive, but 

for now Jesus Christ is building His church.  This is the primary work 

of God in our day and age. And you, fellow saint, happen to be part 

of it! By the grace of God you were added to this body of believers. 

We are the church, a glorious uniting of Jew and Gentile believers 

into one body, partaking of the promise of the gospel in Christ Jesus; 

fellow heirs, fellow members, and fellow partakers. Believer, you are 

part of something planned in eternity, secured at Calvary and 

destined for victory!    

    

Called Out of What?    

    

Believers have been called out of the world to become citizens of 

heaven, from which we eagerly wait for the returning Savior. We have 

been called out of darkness into His marvelous light. We have been 

called out of the kingdom of Satan into the kingdom of Christ, freed 

from the usurper tyrant and under our benevolent King. We have 

been called out of lies to the truth. We have been called out of loving 

sin to loving God, from slaves to sin to slaves of Christ. We have 

been called out of death to eternal life. We have been called out of 

union with Adam to union with Jesus Christ. Born in Adam and born 

again into the second Adam, our faith has found a resting place in 

the One who cannot fail, who resisted every temptation, conquered 

Satan, sin and death itself. In Adam we all died. In Christ we are made 

alive. We have been called out of damnation to justification, out of 

guilt to righteousness, out of blindness to sight. Once alone and 

without God in this world, we are now partakers of the Holy Spirit 

and members of Christ’s body. In Matthew 16, Jesus promised, “I 

will build My church.” We are the fruit of that promise.     

    

Called Out in the New Testament    

    

As to our identity, the church is believers only. Paul says in 1 

Corinthians 1 of the church at Corinth, they were “set apart in Christ 
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Jesus” and “holy ones by calling.” In 1 Timothy 3, he talks about the 

church of the living God, the household of God, where God dwells 

with His family, among His children. So only the children of God 

make up the true church. Our biological children and other 

unbelievers who attend make up part of the mission field. You aren’t 

truly part of the Lord’s Church until He calls you and adds you.      

    

Who owns the church? God. Eleven times in the New Testament we 

read, “church of God,” or “churches of God.” One time in Hebrews 

we read, “the church of the firstborn enrolled in heaven”. We are the 

possession of God the Father and Jesus Christ. It is His church, not 

man’s.    

    

As to our location, we have a physical mailing address or location, 

but our ultimate location is “in God our Father,” and “in Jesus    

Christ.” That is where we dwell, our permanent, heavenly address. 

We were purchased with the blood of Jesus, are owned by God and 

now live in the realm of God in Christ. God encircles and encloses 

His church.     

    

As to our leaders, Christ is our Head. He is the Senior Pastor, the 

Chief Apostle, and the Chief Shepherd. But He has also appointed 

under-shepherds. Initially He appointed the Twelve apostles and 

New Testament prophets. They made up the foundation of the 

church, Christ being the chief cornerstone. With the passing of the 

apostles and prophets in the first century, God raised up elders to 

lead the church. Elders (aka pastors) protect, defend, feed, nourish, 

and strengthen the church in the faith and in sound doctrine, both 

by word and godly example. God has appointed, qualified, called, and 

affirmed men to carry on this task until the trumpet sounds and we 

meet the Lord in the air.     

    

As to her servants, God has appointed deacons in the church to serve 

His body. Plus there are women who serve the church. Some 

consider them as deaconesses, others consider them female servants 

of the church, but God has appointed them just the same to care for 

His body by meeting practical needs of the church corporate (like 

building and grounds upkeep, benevolence, finances, ushering, etc.) 

and needs of individual believers.     
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As to our suffering, sometimes the church will be persecuted by 

political leaders or religious rulers. Sometimes the church will enjoy 

peace and have unmolested growth. “So the church enjoyed peace, 

being built up; and going on in the fear of the Lord and in the 

comfort of the Holy Spirit, it continued to increase” (Acts 9:31). The 

called out ones continued to increase. You see this is not a building and 

this is not a place, but this is a group of people for only a people can 

enjoy peace and be built up.  Only people can go on in the fear of 

the Lord and be comforted by the Holy Spirit. The church is like a 

vine, it just grows and flourishes and travels everywhere. The church 

is a living organism. It's not bricks and boards, it is the people in the 

building where God dwells among His people in a unique way. When 

the building is empty, then He's not dwelling there in the same sense 

as when it is filled with His people worshipping God, for we are the 

Temple of the Holy Spirit.     

    

As to our activity, consider this summary:     

    

I Timothy 3:15 says we are “the pillar and support of the truth.”   We 

exist to hold up and hold out the truth of the Word of God, especially 

the truths of the gospel and the New Covenant ratified by the blood 

of Christ. If the church jettisons the truth, society at large grows very 

dark. The church is God’s light in a dark world and God’s salt in a 

rotting world that is both fallen and falling as Dietrich  Bonhoeffer 

noted. In his day he called the Confessing Church in Germany to be 

the conscience of the state, to proclaim truth and justice to the 

highest powers in the land when they violated God’s plan for 

government.     

    

We are also to regularly meet together to read the Bible and be taught 

the apostles’ doctrine. We are to zealously pray when there are 

pressing needs upon those in our fellowship. The church is also to 

hold doctrinal discussions together, striving to be unified in doctrine 

in the bond of love. Doctrine should unite us, and doctrinal 

discussions are something we should have frequently. If it's in the 

Book, we can talk about it openly and freely. The fruit of suppression 

is darkness, not unity. This is all done in the context of striving 

together to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace, even as 

we regularly join one another at the Lord’s Supper (see Acts 2:42) to 

publicly and symbolically exhibit that unity.    
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The church is to properly judge itself and lovingly discipline those 

members who continue in sin. The Head of the church gave us 

instructions for this in Matthew 18:15-18.     

    

The church is to practice the ordinances of baptism and the Lord's 

Supper for those who profess faith in Christ. These are precious gifts 

and commands given to the church gathered, not to individual 

Christians to practice in a private or individual way as baptism 

represents the front door of the church and the Lord’s Table the 

dinner table of the family.     

    

Finally, the church is to send missionaries, evangelists and church 

planters so that more churches are started. We support and send; they 

go, work and return to report what God has done through the gospel. 

We see this over and over in Acts.  As is often said, you can either 

go, send or disobey.  Either go down into the dark well of unreached 

peoples or hold the rope.      

    

The church has a very short list of needs. First, we need a physical 

place to meet. You can't do this over the internet. It could be a 

building, house or shade tree. It could be a concrete block structure 

with a tin roof and no air conditioner. It could be anywhere people 

can gather.   

    

Second, we need spiritually gifted men and women to serve one 

another. Every local church needs all of the saved people that call it 

their home to exercise the spiritual gifts given by God. Because if 

God has placed you in a given church, then somebody there needs 

your gift exercised for their edification.      

    

Third, the church needs preaching and teaching of God’s Word by 

called and gifted men who have been raised up for that purpose. The 

church is starving for the word of God. Shepherds are to lead the 

sheep to green pastures and feed their souls from the Word of God, 

read, explained, illustrated and applied.     

    

I wish I could stop here in our survey of the word church. But in the 

interest of full disclosure, we also discover in the New Testament 

that the church is beset with flaws and weaknesses. We learn from 
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the New Testament that the wrong kind of people will often gain 

influence in the church. We learn that people who want to be 

preeminent, will not accept apostolic teaching, abuse the sheep and 

falsely accuse the true shepherds will infiltrate the church. They sneak 

under the door, at it were, like a poisonous gas, bringing confusion 

to the minds of those gathered.    

    

Some churches in the first century were beset with sins, like the 

church at Galatia. They had left the gospel to somehow perfect 

themselves in the flesh, committing a serious sin.   

   

Or Corinth. How beset they were with problems, sins, disunity, 

immorality, and all of the things that plagued them (see chapter 

three). This too is part of the revelation in the New Testament.     

    

If we go to the last book of the Bible and consider those seven 

churches that Jesus addresses directly, we learn that a true church can 

leave their first love, lose their lamp stand and be attacked by Satan. 

A true church can hold false teachings and need to repent. A true 

church can be a mixture of both good and bad, appearing to be alive 

but really dead. It can become lukewarm. Jesus says to the church at 

Laodicea, “I wish you were either hot or cold, but you are neither, 

and because you are lukewarm I'm going to vomit you out of my 

mouth.” That was a true church at one time.      

    

Called Out Membership    

    

If you are in the universal Church, united to Christ who is head of 

the Church, then you ought to be a member of a local church. Local 

churches are mini-expressions and tangible manifestations of the 

universal church.  Local churches make the invisible visible.  If you 

are not a member of a local church but you are part of the Church 

then you are an anomaly. The New Testament does not know a 

condition of a person united to Christ that is not united to a local 

body of believers, unless that individual has been disciplined out for 

unrepentant sin. The NT knows nothing of a Christian who will not 

submit to the authority of elders, and the preaching of the Word of 

God, and unite in covenant relationship with His people, having 

made that commitment visible in believer’s baptism, casting our lot 

with the people of God.  We should intentionally and deliberately 
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identify with fellow believers. That is what membership means at its 

core. I would challenge you to submit yourself to whatever 

reasonable process the leadership of your local church uses to 

identify the sheep in that particular sheep fold. High on that list, 

church leaders, should be believer’s baptism, flying the flag of Jesus 

Christ over the ship of your life, accepting and wearing the team 

jersey.       

Don’t be one of those sheep that belongs to multiple churches and 
no church at the same time.  Don’t be a consumer Christian always 
shopping for a better plan, always on the take or a shifty sheep that 
can’t be content and won’t settle down in one pasture.  This is not 
good for your soul nor the local church that needs your ministry 
and faithful attendance.      

    

False Identities    

    

Are politics your primary way of identification? Do you think of 

yourself as a Republican or a Conservative first? Do you love the 

Constitution more than the Word of God? Are you more known for 

your MAGA mentality than your allegiance to King Jesus? Do you 

love America more than the holy nation of God’s people, the 

universal church?       

    

Is a personal interest or hobby your primary identity? This can be as 

shallow as sports teams, hunting, eating, cooking, guns, motorcycles, 

garage sales or even the way you keep up your yard. All of these can 

become what we are most known for among friends and family and 

neighbors. How sad for the Christian.      

    

Enjoy these things but don't make them your idol of identity.  All 

such lesser identities are earthly and temporal. Instead, allow God’s 

Word to define and calibrate your thinking about yourself and leave 

behind these lesser identities. May God forgive us for laying hold of 

frivolous identities for we belong to God and ultimately God alone. 

Ownership gives Him sole naming rights.    
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Discussion Questions   

   

1. Make a list of all the churches you have been part of since your 

conversion to Christ. Think of it as your church resume. Then 

write down the greatest impact of each church on your walk with 

Christ or sanctification.    

   

2. In what ways are you currently supporting and serving your 

church?   

   

3. Why do you think God wants us to physically gather for 

“church”? What is missing when we try to do church through a 

screen?    
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Chapter 5    

A Disciple of Jesus Christ    
    

When I was a student at The Master's Seminary, where Dr. John 

MacArthur was the president, we were sternly warned by the dean in 

a chapel once about trying to “out-MacArthur” MacArthur. This is 

an age-old temptation when someone becomes successful and well 

known in any walk of life. When we identify ourselves by some 

connection to a famous person or celebrity pastor, we often go 

beyond what that person actually taught or practiced. This plagued 

Luther and Calvin in the days of the Reformation and has happened 

over and over in church history, before and since. When the teacher 

is appropriately radical, often the students become fanatical, even 

dangerous.     

    

The year was 1522. A personality cult was quickly emerging out of 

the Reformation that could potentially derail the whole movement. 

In England, France and Germany people started calling the first 

Protestants “Lutherans”. Brother Martin was not happy. In fact he 

was furious.     

    

Luther responded: “The first thing I ask is that people should not 

make use of my name, and should not call themselves Lutherans, but 

Christians. What is Luther? The teaching is not mine, nor was I 

crucified for anyone. How did I, poor stinking bag of maggots that I 

am, come to the point where people call the children of Christ by my 

evil name?” That's what Luther thought of the title Lutherans.     

   

What does this look like today? Are you of Sproul, Piper, Stanley or   

Lucado? Maybe a MacArthurite? No, “I’m of Swindoll.”    

   

Using Vines Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, I looked up 

the word for disciple. The Greek word is mathetes and it means a 

learner. A disciple is one whose learning leads to action. The corollary 

of a disciple is a teacher or rabbi, as Jesus was called, so a disciple 

must have a teacher who calls him to a certain lifestyle based on his 

teachings. Simple enough.      
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The noun disciple or disciples is used an astonishing 268 times in the 

New Testament. That's a huge number. The Gospels contain 238 of 

the 268 uses, Acts has 30, and very interestingly and even 

surprisingly, there are no uses from that point on. Not one use of 

“disciple” in all the epistles or Revelation.    

   

Disciple in the Gospels   

   

In the four Gospels we find that Moses, the Pharisees and John the 

Baptist all had disciples. Of course Jesus had a wide variety of 

disciples. He was physically present and since a disciple is a learner 

and follower, many people literally followed Him around and listened 

to His teaching with varying levels of interest and allegiance.     

    

The word disciple is used most often of the twelve in the Gospels. 

The Apostle John uses the word sixteen times, with fourteen of those 

referring to himself. Peter denied being a disciple three times. It is 

even used of Judas Iscariot, the betrayer. Judas is called one of the 

twelve disciples because he was, for a season, a learner and a follower, 

going along with the group, at least on the outside. But Judas shows 

us there can be false, unconverted disciples.    

    

John 6 takes us into an encounter of Jesus with so-called disciples. 

They turn out to be temporary.  Here are learners who drop out of 

school.    

    

These things He said in the synagogue as He taught in Capernaum. 
Therefore many of His disciples when they heard this said, “This is a 
difficult statement; who can listen to it?” But Jesus, conscious that His 
disciples grumbled at this, said to them, 'Does this cause you to stumble? 
What then if you see the Son of Man ascending to where He was before? 
It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing; the words that I 
have spoken to you are spirit and are life. But there are some of you who 
do not believe.' For Jesus knew from the beginning who they were who did 
not believe, and who it was that would betray Him. And He was saying, 
'For this reason I have said to you, that no one can come to Me unless it 
has been granted him from the Father.' “As a result of this many of His 
disciples withdrew and were not walking with Him anymore. So Jesus 
said to the twelve, 'You do not want to go away also, do you?' Simon Peter 
answered Him, 'Lord, to whom shall we go? You have words of eternal 
life. We have believed and have come to know that You are the Holy One 
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of God.' Jesus answered them, 'Did I Myself not choose you, the twelve, 
and yet one of you is a devil?' Now He meant Judas the son of Simon 
Iscariot, for he, one of the twelve, was going to betray Him.     

John 6:59-71    

    

    

Jesus had told them previously they had to eat His flesh and drink 

His blood.  This made them uncomfortable to say the least.     

    

Verse 66 is the key then. They withdrew and stopped walking with 

Him.  Because of the hard teachings of Jesus, some of them had all 

they could take and moved on to someone else, or back to where 

they came from.     

    

So Jesus was saying to those Jews who had believed Him, “If 
you continue in My word, then you are truly disciples of Mine; 
and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you    

   free.”                 John 8:31-32    

    

Because there is the possibility of being a temporary disciple, Jesus 

says discipleship is proven by abiding “in My word.” From outward 

appearance, many “believed” in Jesus as the Messiah. But look how 

He responds to this belief. He’s not overcome with joy. Rather He 

quickly sets before them what will prove the legitimacy of their faith. 

As it turns out these are false disciples who reveal their true colors 

when they don't continue in the word of Christ. They make a start 

but don't finish.  They never graduate to heaven. They were only 

temporary, like the first three soils in the parable of the sower and 

the seed, bearing no fruit in the end.    

    

Only when we continue in the truth are we free.  Temporary disciples 

are the proverbial flash in a pan.  True disciples are permanent 

disciples who “continue” in His Word. It is not enough to begin. We 

must continue and we must finish. The road to hell is littered with 

would-be disciples who made some kind of start but did not continue 

in the faith.       

    

Let me summarize the 238 uses in the Gospels: a disciple followed, 

learned, listened, asked questions and adhered to the teaching of 

another. Discipleship then involved dialogue, teaching, exhorting 
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and doing. This could be temporary (thus not real) and it could be 

secret or it could be open and permanent. There is one case in the 

Bible where there was a secret disciple, Joseph of Arimathea. But his 

secrecy was only for a season until God gave him courage to come 

out in the open. He had learned to count the cost and trust God with 

his life.    

    

Disciple in the Acts of the Apostles    

    

Turning to the thirty uses of “disciple” in Acts, usage becomes more 

refined and focused. Instead of diverse crowds being called disciples 

because they literally followed Christ around, and even temporary 

followers called disciples, in Acts a disciple is always a believer in the 

truest sense. This makes sense because Christ is no longer present, 

so the following of Jesus is now figurative and spiritual in nature. 

Post-Pentecost and the sending of the Holy Spirit, a believer is a 

disciple and a disciple is a believer.     

    

So what is a disciple in the post-Pentecost sense?  Someone who 

hears and believes the gospel, repents of sin and yields to the Lord 

Jesus to become His follower, a learner in His academy who hears 

and obeys His Word. All of this is then publicly and officially 

proclaimed in the waters of baptism. Ananias is called a disciple. Paul 

and Timothy are called disciples. The apostles at Jerusalem are called 

disciples. Tabitha was called a disciple and Mnason of Cyprus is 

called a disciple.     

    

After Pentecost, disciple is synonymous with Christian. Acts 6:7 says, 

“The word of God kept on spreading; and the number of the 

disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many 

of the priests were becoming obedient to the faith.” Here is what 

discipleship looks like. Jewish priests were actually bowing the knee 

to King Jesus and repenting of their sin of disbelief.     

    

Acts 11:25-26 says, “He [Barnabas] left for Tarsus to look for Saul; 

and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. And for an 

entire year they met with the church and taught considerable 

numbers; and the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch.”  

Barnabas is part of this church and he realizes that these new disciples 
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need to be strengthened, and educated. Barnabas knows about Saul 

of Tarsus, and he's bringing the two together. He was gifted at that.     

    

From Acts, we see that disciples are made from the preaching of the 

gospel. And we see that a Christian is disciple. There is no twotier 

Christianity in existence, where some are Christians and some are 

disciples.     

    

In recent decades some have taught that first you become a Christian, 

and then you may, or may not, become a disciple. They teach that a 

disciple is some higher level of Christianity or sanctification. This is 

also known as the free grace or non-Lordship position on salvation.  

They distinguish between believing in Jesus for eternal life and 

“coming after” Jesus in discipleship.    

    

But there is no evidence in the New Testament for this view of 

twotier Christianity. Luke would have not recognized this distinction. 

All true Christians are disciples of Jesus or they aren’t Christians. It’s 

not complicated.       

    

To see that normal Christianity and discipleship are one and the 

same, we turn now to the regular, daily, expected pursuits of disciples 

of Jesus Christ, the disciplines of disciples (notice how closely related 

these words are).    

    

Five Disciplines of Disciples    

    

You may have noticed that the previous identities required little 

action on our part. They are the gospel indicatives before the gospel 

imperatives.  Our is to receive His rest for our souls as His beloved 

children, holy ones set apart by God and called out of the world and 

to Christ.    

     

But now with disciple, there is a clarion call to action in these five 

daily disciplines of dedicated disciples.      
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Number One: Private Bible Intake    

    

I use that phrase intentionally instead of Bible reading or Bible study 

because for about 1,500 years the disciples didn't have a personal 

copy of God’s Word on their kitchen table to read or study on their 

own. Not until the printing press came along, combined with 

translations from the original languages into modern languages did 

individual Christians have the privilege of a personal copy of the 

Bible they could actually read. I’m sure even then only a precious few 

families could actually afford to purchase a copy.      

    

So what did they do before this world-changing event? They 

practiced Bible intake as they were able. This is because in any age 

and in any circumstance of life, a disciple wants to hear from the 

Master. A disciple wants to sit at the feet of Jesus and hear His 

commands, learn them and grow in keeping them. Disciple, 

fundamental to your identity is a longing for the Word of God, a 

longing instilled and sustained by the Spirit of God. God opened 

your eyes and ears to understand it. He planted the seed of the gospel 

in you and it germinated, bringing forth more desire to know the 

word of your Master. Sin and unbelief weakens this appetite but the 

resident Holy Spirit keeps it alive.    

    

The Bible should have a central place in our daily schedule.  For so 

many Facebook or other social media crowds out precious time for 

sustained Bible intake.  For some it is ESPN, Fox News or endless 

hours on the internet. For others it is exercise, work or family 

demands. But what about God’s Word?  And not what others say 

about it, but the Word itself?    

    

Bible intake comes in many forms. You might read through the Bible 

in a year or if that is too fast, take longer. Or just read the New 

Testament every year. Or every week meditate on the sermon you 

heard in church and work hard at putting it into action.     

    

You might memorize scripture; one verse, two verses, chapters, 

passages, or even entire books. If you know your name, address and 

phone number, you can memorize a chapter. You can, you just have 

to work at it!    
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Over the years God has given me the motivation to memorize   

Ephesians, Colossians, I Peter, John 1:1-18, Isaiah 40, Romans 6,  

Romans 8 and The Ten Commandments of Exodus 20.  And 

honestly, I could do so much more than this.  Laziness gets in the 

way.  And football games.      

    

Bible intake happens through inductive Bible study, making 

connections, looking up words, using tools, digging in with sustained 

observation, precise interpretation and relevant application. What 

does it say? What does it mean? How can I apply this to my life today? 

These are the questions of inductive Bible study, where we pour over 

the text of Scripture and nothing else, ignoring initially our study 

Bible notes and commentaries to deep dive into the text alone.      

    

Then it may take the form of online sermons. You can listen to 

anybody you want to in our generation. Thousands of preachers and 

over a million sermons are at our fingertips at places like 

sermonaudio.com.  You can read sermons of many of the famous 

dead guys. You can even find audio sermons of people trying to preach 

Spurgeon or Edward’s sermons. I actually preached a Spurgeon 

sermon once out of Titus 2. It was a blast!     

    

Disciples do not live on bread alone, but on every word that proceeds 

from the mouth of God. A growing disciple learns how to feed 

himself Monday through Saturday. They understand that Sunday 

morning is not enough. Now, if a disciple was fed a nourishing meal 

on the Lord’s Day and then chewed that cud all week while they lived 

it out, it would be enough. But how many people actually do this? So 

we need Bible intake every day.    

    

Develop a plan, locate a routine place, and choose your best time for 

Bible intake. It's not complicated. Your office, or porch or closet will 

work just fine.  The kitchen table before anyone is stirring is also 

handy.  Find a routine place that is convenient and habit forming so 

that the place becomes less and less of a distraction.      

    

Then make a daily appointment with God and think of it like a 

doctor’s appointment – you are expected to be there, someone 

important is waiting on you and you need to be there. Sit, like Mary, 

at the feet of Jesus and hear from Him. Bow toward Jerusalem, as it 
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were, like Daniel morning, noon and evening. Rise early like Jesus 

and get alone with the Father before the phone starts blowing up.      

    

Get a reasonable plan, a routine place and a regular time, then repeat 

on a regular basis.  You can do it!     

    

Number Two: Public Hearing of the Word    

    

Martin Luther said, “The nature of the Word is to be heard. If you 

were to ask a Christian what his task is, and by what he is worthy of 

the name Christian, there can be no other response than, 'The hearing 

of the Word of God.' That is faith. Therefore the ears alone are the 

organs of a Christian man, for he is justified and declared to be a 

Christian, not because of the works of any member of his body. And 

faith comes from hearing and hearing by the Word of   

Christ. This is the most important organ we have.”     

    

Luther is saying all of our running, doing, and working earns us 

nothing in eternity. What matters is our hearing of the gospel with 

faith, not our efforts to impress God. This is how we became Christ’s 

disciples and remain Christ’s disciples.    

    

Every disciple as they are able should regularly gather to hear the 

Word of God with other disciples on the Lord’s Day. This should 

come from sympathetic and known pastors who are called by God, 

gifted by the Spirit, trained by the godly and affirmed by the church.  

From “in the flesh” pastors, not internet pastors, big screen video 

pastors, or TV pastors but rather sympathetic and known pastors 

who shepherd the flock of God “among them” and  known as true 

shepherds not mere hirelings or Christian celebrities building a 

brand.    

    

They should be your teaching pastors who have been given to your 

church to educate the body of Christ in the Word of Christ, to 

instruct in sound doctrine and to equip the saints for the work of 

ministry. This is how disciples grow in the faith. The church is to be 

central in the life of a disciple; primary, not on the fringes.     

    

To gather on a regular basis means you are in church on Sunday more 

than you are not. Actually, regular denotes in the 80-90% range.  I 
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don't know any other way to define regular. If someone says they are 

a runner on a regular basis, you would surmise this means more than 

once a month or even once a week.      

    

Can I challenge the common practice among true disciples of 

skipping church when you have family or friends visit for the 

weekend or your children have a friend spend the night. If you are a 

disciple then bring them with you! If they object then say, “Okay, 

make yourself at home, we'll be back in a few hours.” Why is this a 

common practice among otherwise faithful, godly Christians? It 

sends a terrible message that their presence in your home is more 

important than the worship of God and hearing His Word. What 

kind of testimony is that for a follower of Jesus?     

    

Flimsy excuses to miss church abound! We were at the lake. All 

summer? Then there’s golf and golf tournaments. Work and school 

starting back up and the kids play soccer, or select baseball, 

basketball, volleyball. Oh no, there’s frost on the windshield or its 

raining today or there’s a lion in the streets!    

    

The gathered church and the preached word should have a central 

place in your life as a disciple. John Calvin, himself a disciple of Jesus 

Christ, said this, “There can be no true piety without true instruction. 

No one duly serves God except him who has been educated in His 

school.” Calvin called the church God's school. He said, “Classes are 

in session, to educate and to nourish her students until they die.” You 

need this school all the way to the end, “for the study of the holy and 

perfect life” until you graduate to heaven.      

    

Calvin called the church a reform school in the highest and best sense 

of the term. We have a dress code, the robe of Jesus’ righteousness. 

We have censored reading material as certain materials are off limits 

in this reform school.  There is also required reading material. Calvin 

said we have compulsory attendance at chapel in the reform school 

of the church. And then, tongue in cheek, he said there are truant 

officers to deal with recalcitrant students. Here was one man who 

understood how desperately every believer needs the preached word 

as part of the corporate gathering.     
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Sadly the church is often an entertainment not an educational venue.  

It seems pastors are competing with Hollywood to make people 

laugh and feel good about themselves. Or the church is a social 

gospel outpost from which good deeds must spring to save or 

transform the culture, with far too much pulpit time given to the 

presentation of various causes in the community. Or the church is an 

evangelism center where we reach seekers with simplistic gospel 

presentations using any and all means imaginable. Or the church is a 

place of manufactured miracles and charismatic chaos where spiritual 

highs are sought for their own sake. Or the church is a place of dead 

religion and dry history lessons, ending promptly at high noon, lest 

God forbid, we go over a few minutes and can’t find a seat at our 

favorite restaurant. Churches exist to make disciples by teaching 

believers how to live.  They then go out into the world and live out 

their faith, including good works and evangelism. As Luther said,  

“God doesn’t need our good works but our neighbor does.”    

    

We all need to be reborn then reformed. We all come in as rebels, 

some more rebellious than others. So we all came to our various 

churches needing to be disciplined by the Lord and taught from His 

Word and renewed in our minds.       

     

Number Three: Personal Application of the Word   

   

Disciples are those who practice the principles. Disciples strive to be 

doers of the word, not hearers only, who delude themselves as to 

their identity.      

    

Beloved, each time we take in God’s Word, we should look at our 

life and ask, “How does this connect to my life?” Or, “what am I 

now to believe or not believe, do or not do, feel or not feel, as a result 

of this Bible intake?”     

    

Whose job is it to apply the sermons we hear?  It’s a trick question. 

First, it is your job as the listener.  But it is also the preacher’s job to 

apply his sermons to the listener’s life. Preaching is the application of 

teaching, the pressing home to the will and conscience the sound 

doctrine of the Word. And finally and most thankfully, it's the job of 

the Holy Spirit to take truth and apply it to our lives. All three persons 
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are responsible to apply God’s preached word to our behavior and 

beliefs.     

    

  

Here are four simple questions to ask yourself when you experience 

Bible intake of any kind:   

   

1. Is there something here I need to believe that I don’t 

currently believe? For example, the sovereignty of God or 

the imminent return of Christ or a distinction between Israel 

and the Church.    

     

2. Is there a sin that I need to stop? Like greed or people 

pleasing, lust or anger, gluttony or laziness, drunkenness or 

self-pity.        

3. Is there a promise I need to trust? Like, “If I come again, I 

will receive you to Myself.” God’s Word is mostly promises, 

some already fulfilled in redemptive history, some yet to 

come.  Some for Israel and some for the Church.  Some for 

nations and some for individual believers.    

      

4. Is there a command I need to obey? Like, “Love one 

another” or “serve one another” or “forgive one another” 

or “brethren, pray for us.”     

    

By asking these questions and acting on the clear answer, you will  

connect the dots between what you are learning and what you are 

doing, becoming a more and more faithful disciple.     

    

If disciple makers are to “go into all the world and make disciples, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 

teaching them to obey all that I commanded you”, then disciples are 

those who are learning to obey all that He commanded, starting with 

baptism. In other words, how can you call yourself a disciple if you 

have not been immersed after conversion? This is the starting point 

of personal application of the word of Christ.     
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Number Four: Imitation of Jesus    

    

This is something we don't hear about much in Bible church circles. 

To say disciples imitate Jesus is like saying birds fly or runners run. 

“What would Jesus do” got a lot of traction for a while and a lot of 

sometimes justified criticism because without the gospel underneath 

it, WWJD amounts to works righteousness.  I’ve even ridiculed this 

in a sermon or two.  But assuming we have the starting point right, 

this actually is a burning question of a disciple. Jesus said, “It is 

enough that a disciple become like his teacher.” Jesus painted the 

picture in that sentence that once a disciple becomes like his teacher 

it is almost as if the process is accomplished. It is enough that a 

disciple become like his teacher.  Mission accomplished.        

    

This imitation is molded, shaped and defined by the Bible, not 

religious traditions.  I am not talking about some dreamy, mystical, 

go out in the desert, make up the rules as you go, kind of imitation 

of Jesus. I am talking about an imitation that is informed by the 

historical Jesus we find in the Gospels. We are not going to imitate 

His deity, nor His authority to cast out demons or any other 

authenticating miracles of the Messiah.   

    

But we can imitate His humanity, His humility and His holiness. We 

can imitate His moral character, His love, serving others and 

compassion for the distraught and downcast. We should mimic 

how He walked with God and treated people as Jesus is the only 

person that was fully human and perfect. He was the definition of 

what humanity is supposed to be like, what redeemed humanity will 

be like on that great day when we are resurrected and conformed to 

His image.     

    

We can imitate how He faced temptations. Jesus stared down the 

Devil with a series of “It is written ...” Bible quotes.  Jesus had been 

thinking about the Bible. As a disciple Himself, He had been 

practicing Bible intake His entire life. But just learning verses were 

not enough for Him.  When the pressure was on, He connected the 

Bible to His immediate circumstances. Prior to this moment, He was 

faithful in synagogue attendance.  Before this test, He sat at the feet 

of other rabbis as He matured, listened, learned and prepared for the 



    58    

tests coming His way.  His whole life of Bible intake had been 

preparing Him for this showdown in the desert.      

    

We can imitate His forgiving of others who sinned against Him. After 

an unjust arrest and mock trials, Christ the sinless Lamb of God was 

condemned to die by crucifixion.  He carried that cross beam to the 

gruesome site. They hammered spikes into his wrists and feet, literally 

fastening Him to that cross. This perfect Man said, “Father, forgive 

them, they do not know what they are doing.” A disciple hears this 

and desires to mimic this attitude and even these very words when 

being crucified. This is not theoretical.  The first Christian martyr, 

Stephen, was being stoned to death, and that's exactly what he did. 

He said, “Father, forgive them.”  It would not be surprising if 

Stephen had heard the story and remembered this detail from the 

crucifixion. Then, like Jesus before him, he was empowered by the 

same Holy Spirit and able to forgive.    

    

We can imitate His holiness as no one could bring a charge of sin 

against Him. We can imitate the humility of the One who said “I am 

gentle and humble at heart.” We can imitate His boldness before 

people and faith in His God. We can imitate His hope as He often 

talked about His resurrection on the other side of the Cross. We can 

imitate His love, both for God and neighbor. The Gospels are a great 

treasure to us on how to imitate Christ.     

    

This imitation doesn’t save us and it will never be perfect, so we thank 

God that Christ’s blood covers all the times our imitation falls short, 

which is all the time!    

    

Disciples of Peter Drucker or Steve Jobs or John Maxwell buy their 

books and read them, and then apply the principles to their life or 

business. Then they recommend the book to others. The disciples of 

the latest diet, health craze, or exercise fad do the same thing and 

then give testimonials.     

    

Discipleship always involves someone teaching and someone 

learning, someone modeling and someone imitating. It always 

involves, “Follow me as I follow the Lord,” as Paul said. Paul was 

just thinking is biblical discipleship terms.   That brings us to our fifth 

and final discipline of disciples.      
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Number Five: Making Disciples    

    

Disciple is used only four times in its verb form, whereas all 268 other 

uses are nouns.  Of the four times in a verb form, two are passive 

voice and only two are active voice. That actually surprises me.    

    

Passive voice means the subject of the verb is acted upon.  The ball 

was kicked.  The person was discipled.  Passive voice then indicates 

this is something we become. We are made into disciples or we 

become disciples. It happens to us. The two uses are found in 

Matthew 13:52 and 27:57.    

    

Active voice means the subject performs the action of the verb. Go 

and make disciples is the command in the active voice. Go teach 

someone the gospel and the principles of Christian living that flow 

from it. We don’t save them, of course. We aren’t in the converting 

business.  But making disciples by teaching the gospel is something 

we can do. Acts 14:21 says, “After they had preached the gospel to 

that city and had made many disciples.”    

    

Imagine this tragic scene at the Pearly Gates when a true disciple 

arrives there and is greeted with, “Welcome home, disciple.”  But 

wait, something is bad wrong.  The angel continues, “Why are you 

alone? Didn't you bring anyone with you? Didn't you teach anyone 

else? Didn't you show another person how to be a Christian? Did 

you hide your light under a basket? Did you bury your talent? Are 

you telling me you did not catch one single fish your whole life? Your 

kids love your football team, but do they love your God? You taught 

them many things but did you teach them to follow Jesus?”     

    

O what a tragic scene that would be. May it not be true of us!  

Disciples make disciples. The desire of every true disciple is that they 

don't go home alone.     

     

So Who Are You?    

    

Disciple of Christ, you are not a follower of fads, religion or famous 

people. You are not a disciple of a denomination or Apple Computer 

or Peter Drucker. You are not on earth to build a personal kingdom, 
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thousands of followers and people who like your posts. You are a 

student in the classroom of Christ, a learner of the Lord Jesus, a 

willing subject of the Messiah King. Let this be your wisdom as you 

encounter every decision, temptation and turn in the road.  Define, 

describe and introduce yourself as a follower of Christ.     

    

“What would Jesus do?” is the burning question of this identity. Our 

role as disciples is to listen and learn through private Bible intake and 

regular hearing of the preached word and to live that out in obedience 

and imitation, with part of the imitation being the practice of 

multiplication. As we do so, it is never in our puny strength but 

always in light of His great promise to disciples everywhere:  “and lo,  

I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”    

   

Discussion Questions   

   

1. Can you remember the first time it dawned on you that you were 

a disciple or follower of Christ, not just a “believer”? How did 

this come about and what difference did it make in your life?   

2. Of the five disciplines of disciples, which one needs the most 

attention currently? What steps can you take starting today to 

give it the needed attention?    

3. How did reading this chapter make you feel in one word?    

4. What impact have specific committed disciples had on your 

beliefs as a Christian? On your behaviors as a Christian?    

5. Has God called every believer to make disciples? Defend your 

answer.   

6. What are you doing in your life to make disciples of Jesus Christ?     
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Chapter 6     

Brethren    
    

One of the most popular sitcoms in my younger days was Cheers.  

No one can forget their theme song that opened every show with the 

famous line about that bar:  “where everybody knows your name.”  

The draw of that motley crew of characters was the feeling of family.    

    

Olive Garden tapped into this with their well-known motto, “when 

you’re here, you’re family.”  Again, the desire to create a feeling 

whether there was a reality behind it or not.    

    

Football teams, Marine units, inner city gangs and fraternity houses 

all strive for something of this dynamic.  The feeling of family, the 

emotion of belonging, the blessing of knowing and being known, 

loving and being loved.    

    

When we turn to the teaching of the New Testament, we discover 

that the family of God is a major theme.  We discover the revelation 

that God is the Father of the Lord Jesus and the Father in heaven of 

all those united to Christ by faith.  The sixth major identity for 

believers is we are brethren, a word used 190 times in the New 

Testament.    

   

Brethren is used only three times in the Gospels and all after the 

resurrection of Christ. Each use is spoken by Jesus about the eleven 

disciples when He calls them, My brethren. He never used that term to 

include Judas, because He never used the term until after Judas had 

been dismissed. Jesus was already anticipating the coming of the Holy 

Spirit to create a new family of God of which these eleven men would 

be a part, actually the foundation, once their number was completed 

by Matthias.    

    

Brethren is used 52 times in Acts and 98 times by Paul, the Apostle 

of Identity.    
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Brethren in Acts    

    

This word is used sometimes of physical brethren in a nonChristian, 

non-spiritual sense. For example, Peter, on the day of Pentecost, 

stands up and as a Jewish person standing in front of Jewish people, 

calls them brethren. Stephen addresses a Jewish crowd in Acts 7 and 

calls them brethren and fathers. So these uses are of a clan or family 

or group that has some shared and common identity, like language, 

culture or ethnicity.      

    

In Acts 11 brethren is used of Jewish Christians in contrast to 

Gentiles in the same chapter. It is pretty shocking then that by Acts 

15, Gentile Christians are called brethren.    

    

Brethren in the Epistles    

    

Paul was prolific with this term. Thirteen times in the book of 

Romans he calls people he had never met brethren. Thirty-five times 

in First and Second Corinthians he calls a very dysfunctional family 

brethren. Eleven times in Galatians he calls them brethren even though 

he was at his wits end with them and feared some had fallen from 

grace.     

    

I think Paul’s favorite church was the Philippians. In just four 

chapters he uses brethren eight times. In Philippians 4:1 he says, 

“Therefore, my beloved brethren whom I long to see, my joy and 

crown, in this way stand firm in the Lord, my beloved.” You can feel 

the emotion of this great term of endearment for believers. I think  

Paul was especially close to this church in ways he wasn’t with others.      

    

Twenty-five times Paul uses brethren in First and Second 

Thessalonians, even though he writes to baby Christians. Believers 

become family the first moment of spiritual life, from the first breath 

as a believer. It is not an issue of maturity; it is an identity bestowed 

by God on every believer in Jesus. It is not something that happens 

when you join the church or serve long enough or receive any kind 

of recognition. You become part of the family from the first moment 

of faith in Christ, a full-fledged member, with all the rights and 

responsibilities of every other family member. The importance of this 

can’t be overstated.    



    63    

    

I was surprised to find that James uses the term brethren fifteen times 

in his letter. “My brethren…, my brethren…, my beloved 

brethren…,” he writes. Jewish James writing to Jewish Christians 

scattered hither and yon were his brethren twice over. Time and 

distance does not diminish the relationship of brothers and sisters in 

Christ. And even though he said some stern things to them, fifteen 

times he wants them to know they were his brothers under one 

common Father.     

    

Belonging to the Family    

    

Have you ever felt like you didn't belong? Everyone has. Have you 

ever been part of a church, but didn’t really feel like it? I think this is 

a reality for everyone at some point. I know I have felt it. Even for 

pastors (maybe especially for pastors) there are times where we don't 

feel like we necessarily belong or connect or have any true friends.       

    

A sense of belonging fuels NASCAR (pun intended). It drives the 

passion of college football with the banners, cheers, hand signals and 

tail-gaiting. What else in America, Saturday after Saturday, packs 

stadiums of 100,000+ than this common identity and common foe? 

This is also, I think, what spurs on political parties and even innercity 

gangs. People need a place of belonging where we say these are my 

people and find acceptance based on a shared personal identity or 

purpose in life. Often in this world the connection is shallow, 

superficial and fleeting and nearly always conditional but that should 

never be the case in the family of God.      

    

Who are your people? Who really knows you? Who do you want to 

be around? It ought to be our brothers and sisters in Christ. It ought 

to be our spiritual and eternal family, the family of God.    

    

Can I remind you that you are not defined by the people you work 

with? You are not defined by the people you go to school with. You 

are not defined by the college you attended or your Saturday morning 

motorcycle group.     

    

We are defined by God, not by any other association. His people, 

then, are your people. Like it or not, ready or not, His people are 
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your people. His children are your brethren. His kids are your 

siblings. The true Church of Jesus is our tribe.       

    

Recap    

    

Our first four chapters were really focused on how we relate to God 

or how we ought to see ourselves in light of Him and His work on 

our behalf through Christ. More accurately, they were about how 

God sees us.     

    

First, we are beloved, God's greatly loved ones in Christ. He has 

especially set His love upon the believer, even from eternity. In love 

He predestined us to adoption. In love He has chosen us before the 

foundation of the world. We have always been loved by God. We 

will always be loved by God. It can never get any better than it is this 

moment.      

    

Second we are His children, sons and daughters of the Lord 

Almighty. He is our heavenly Father if we are in Christ. We are 

children both legally and spiritually. He has both adopted us and 

birthed us from above by the power of His Spirit.     

    

Third we are His holy ones set apart from a life of sin and set apart 

to the service of God. We are consecrated ones and belong to Him. 

We will never live holy lives till this sinks into our thick skulls.    

    

Fourth, we are called out of darkness into light, death into life, and 

Adam into Christ. We are called out to be the people of God in this 

age.        

All four relate to how God sees us because of what He has done for 

us.        

Fifth, we are disciples. This is how we relate to Christ as our Master. 

Rabbi Jesus is my go-to Teacher. Jesus is my Senior Pastor.      

     

But this last identity is a category of its own. Now we are looking at 

how we relate to each other in the family of God.     

    

With that in mind, let’s consider four ways brethren should relate to 

one other.     
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#1 As Permanent Family    

    

We start with God the Father, who has one true and perfect Son, 

Jesus Christ. He is the Son of God; we are sons of God. That makes 

Him the elder brother of all the brethren. He is the firstborn among 

many brethren, a reference to His resurrection that precedes our 

resurrection. Jesus, the Son of God is the only rightful heir, then, of 

God, deserving and worthy from His own worthiness. We, as 

children of God by grace are then younger siblings of the Lord Jesus 

and only heirs in that we are united to the deserving heir.     

    

The book of Hebrews calls Him the elder brother. This means that 

all of us who are in Christ are related to one another spiritually.    

This is the tie that binds. It's as if we all had the same last name; Chris 

Christian, Curtis Christian, Joey Christian, or Lainie Christian – 

because we have the same heavenly Father. If blood is thicker than 

water, then Spirit is thicker than blood. He unites us to Christ and 

each other forever.    

    

Being individually united to Christ, then, we are corporately united in 

Christ. We speak a common language. We share a precious faith and 

walk the same narrow path to the same eternal destiny. When times 

are tough and love is strained, when difficulties arise and tensions 

mount, we need to think of each other as brother or sister.    

    

#2 As Loyal Family    

    

Because we are permanent family, we must have each other’s back. 

We have the model in our Big Brother who has our back against the 

playground bully.  He prays for us and intercedes for us against his 

taunts.  He said to Peter, “Satan has requested permission to sift you 

like wheat, but I have prayed for you. And when you return 

strengthen your brothers.”    

    

We do this by fervently praying for our brothers and sisters in Christ 

who are being oppressed by the Devil, in extreme duress, doubting, 

or clearly plagued by Satan with trials, persecution and oppression.    
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Two brothers can fight all weekend and then go to school on 

Monday. When the bully jumps your brother you come to his 

defense. At least you should.    

    

Another way we can have each other’s back is found in Galatians 

6:12.  “Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who 

are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one 

looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted. Bear one 

another’s burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ.”     

    

He is addressing the whole congregation and says if anyone in the 

group is snagged or trapped, in a trespass or struggling with a sin and 

can't seem to free himself, then “you who are spiritual” (the ones not 

struggling with that sin at the moment) are to come alongside and 

help. Make sure you do it in a spirit of gentleness because the tables 

could easily be turned.     

    

There is no sin we can’t commit, given the right pressures, 

temptations and circumstances. So don't sit in self-righteous 

judgment on another person but sit as peers, as brethren, as gentle 

brothers and sisters helping a family member.    

     

This is what I call corporate discipleship, where the body disciples 

one another. It is not formal or scheduled.  It is not a class or 

program. It is family-driven discipleship, life-on-life disciple-making 

as part of the everyday life of the church.     

    

Another way to have the back of your brother is to be benevolent 

toward one another. First John 3:13-17 says,    

     

“Do not be surprised, brethren, if the world hates you. We know 
that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the 
brethren. He who does not love abides in death. Everyone who 
hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that no murderer 
has eternal life abiding in him. We know love by this, that He 
laid down His life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for 
the brethren. But whoever has the world’s goods, and sees his 
brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does the 
love of God abide in him?”    
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John is saying, the family gets priority. I am going to make sure my 

kids are fed before I make sure my neighbor is fed. I am going to 

make sure my neighbor is fed before I make sure somebody on the 

other side of the world is fed. The family of God is the priority 

among the people of God.  We must start with our own.    

    

At Kerrville Bible Church where I pastor, we have a ministry to our 

own called AGAPE.  On those months with a fifth Sunday, we take 

up a special offering at the door, with 100% of the funds given 

meeting the needs of our church members. We budget for outside 

benevolence, but the AGAPE fund is different. The budget is 

determined by the above and beyond giving of the family. Our 

deacons then collect and administer the funds.  What a blessing to 

the whole church to witness the generosity of the brethren.     

    

John says that as a believer, “We know love by this, that He laid down 

His life for us”, His family members. He laid down His life for His 

brothers and sisters. Because He is our model in everything, we ought 

to lay down our lives for the brethren as well. This is where theology, 

specifically our view of the atonement, meets practice.  Caring for 

other Christians, especially our church family, has priority over caring 

for the lost. Don’t miss this point.    

    

#3 As Equals     

    

There is no spiritual hierarchy or pecking order in the church of Jesus 

Christ. It is striking that the Bible writers never refer to the Christians 

to whom they write as their own disciples. In Paul's case, he may have 

even led them to Christ but he never refers to them as his disciples. 

More times than not, he will refer to them as my brethren. In fact, 

the Bible writers call themselves bond slaves and servants of the Lord 

Jesus. Rarely do even the apostles throw around their title of Apostle 

because there is no spiritual hierarchy in the body of Christ. There is 

one Head, Jesus Christ, and the rest are equal members. Now, our 

respective roles and our gifts are different but they are temporary. 

Roles reserved for males like apostles, pastor/teachers and elders are 

temporary. The roles of husband/head of the wife and father are 

temporary. But the identity and role of being brethren is permanent. 

Brethren makes us equals.     
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Pastor and author Alexander Strauch has this to say on the level 

playing field in the church:     

    

It is an immensely profound truth that no special priestly or 
clerical class that is distinct from the whole people of God 
appears in the New Testament. Under the New Covenant 
ratified by the blood of Christ, every member of the church of 
Jesus Christ is a holy saint, a royal priest, and a Spirit gifted 
member of the body of Christ. The New Testament stresses the 
oneness of the people of God and the dismantling of the 
sacredsecular concept that existed between priest and people 
under the Old Covenant.     

    

That is wonderful truth and too many churches and denominations 

appear stuck under the Old Covenant, stuck under that priesthood 

versus laity distinction or a sacred versus secular distinction, with 

robes and vestments and all kinds of accouterments that go with that 

obsolete system. It is all abolished with the New Covenant and we 

are equal in the eyes of God! No matter your contribution to the 

family, you are an equal member of the family. No matter whether 

you are male or female, you have equal value, dignity and significance 

to God in the family of God. You see, brethren is the leveling, 

distinction-crushing term that is desperately needed because so much 

distinction had been established in the Old Testament between Israel 

and the world.    

   

With the coming of Christ, and the birth of the church, over and over 

we have to be reminded that now we are brethren! Brethren crosses 

racial lines, ethnic lines, geo-political and political party lines.  There 

are no foster children in the family of God. There are no favorites 

because this Father does not play that game. There is no partiality 

with God. He spanks them all. He hugs them all. He raises, teaches 

and feeds them all. No one is on a pedestal in the family of God.     

    

Can I get on my soap box for a moment?  This is why celebrity 

Christianity is such an affront to God and should be disturbing to us.  

The fault lies on both sides of the relationship as sheep unduly elevate 

and honor their shepherds and shepherds allow it to happen.  So 

often it seems the church is infected with such a worldly mindset of 

giving glory to man and placing the highly gifted or popular on 

pedestals of adulation that is dangerous for the one in the spotlight 
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and near idolatrous for the ones boasting in him.  “Let Him who 

boasts, boast in the Lord.”    

     

#4 As Working Family    

    

If you are in a family then there ought to be some chores that belong 

to you as a member of that family. There ought to be some duties 

and responsibilities that go hand in hand with your place and abilities 

in the family. So it is with brethren. This title not only reminds us of 

who we are in relation to each other, but it reminds us of our duties 

toward each other. Forty times in the New Testament, we have the 

phrase one another. Forty different commands that are given to 

Christians, to the brethren, of how we are to relate, treat, and deal 

with each other. Forty times we are commanded how we are to live 

life with other believers, not independent of other believers. I’m sure 

you’ve seen the list.  It’s quite comprehensive.    

    

Here are some excerpts from our church covenant of how we are 

trying to do our part in the family of God at KBC.     

    

We will work and pray for the unity of the Spirit in the bond of 

peace (Eph. 4:1-3; Col. 3:14-15).   
   

It will take work to maintain the peace of our unity and to keep short 

accounts with each other. We will talk and listen and try hard to 

understand each other.  If need be, we will agree to disagree on 

secondary issues. We will be amicable, friendly and familial.      

    

We will walk in brotherly Christian love, caring for, watching over, 

admonishing and encouraging one another as occasion may 

require (Eph. 5:15-21; Col. 1:28-29, 3:16; Phil. 1:9-11; Heb.  

3:12-13).   

Our identity as brethren requires that we constantly interact.    

    

We will not forsake the assembling of ourselves together (Heb.   

10:24-25).   
   

There is a place at the table for each family member. If someone is 

not there we are missing his or her fellowship and contribution.     
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We will pray for ourselves, our civil authorities and others (I 

Thess. 5:16-18; I Tim. 2:1-8).   
    

Prayer is another family chore. Don't forget to pray for yourself, for 

you need your own prayers. You need to ask God to help you with 

your own particular weaknesses and struggles and to strengthen you 

in the inner man.     

    

We will rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep 

and strive with tenderness and sympathy to bear each other’s 

burdens and sorrows (Romans 12:9-15; Gal. 6:1-2; I Cor. 

12:1426).   
   

If that doesn't sound like family I don't know what does.     

    

If the Lord moves us from this place, we will unite ourselves with 

another biblical church as soon as possible (I Cor. 12:12-13; Heb. 

10:24-25).   
   

We are not the only brothers and sisters on the planet. This 

commitment is undergirded by humility that says I will always need 

brothers and sisters in my life. I can't do this alone. I can't be an 

independent Christian and walk to heaven without help. So if God 

moves me from this church then I am committing to unite with other 

brothers and sisters wherever He leads. What a way to show the 

priority of the local church in the lives of believers.    

    

If you are one of the brethren, you are not alone. You may feel alone, 

but you are not alone. You belong.  You may not feel like you belong, 

but you belong. Act on what's true, not what you might be feeling 

and show love, tolerance and forgiveness toward those who perhaps 

gave you the cold shoulder or worse.     

    

If you are not a brother or sister in Christ, you are alone; and you only 

belong to the world. If you are not united to Christ by faith, you are 

without God, you belong to Satan and you are “of the world.” I plead 

with you to come home to your heavenly Father by turning from 

your sin and trusting God’s Son as your Savior. Trust in the finished 
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work of Christ on your behalf and enter the wonderful and eternal 

blessing of the family of God.   

   

Discussion Questions   

   

1. What actions help create relationships among believers that 

will encourage sharing our burdens with one another?   

   

2. What aspects of your church culture make it easy to feel 

like brethren? What aspects make it challenging?    

   

3. Of the areas of the KBC Covenant highlighted in this 

chapter, which ones are you stronger in and which are you 

weaker?    

   

4. Is it important to refer to one another as brother or sister? 

Why or why not? Is this something you do on a regular 

basis?    

   

   



 

Conclusion    
    

Swiss psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Carl Jung was a pioneer in the 

theory of psychological types. In fact he was the man who came up 

with the whole extrovert/introvert categories. He did this because 

for many years he felt like he had two personalities. It was the 

Christrejecting Carl Jung who then came up with the categories of 

personality types; extroverted vs. introverted, sensing vs. intuition, 

thinking vs. feeling, and judging vs. perceiving. Four multiplied by 

four and you arrive at sixteen possible combinations of all of these 

broad categories. Nearly every personality test is now built on that 

model. The Briggs/Meyers has sixteen and they have different labels 

for their categories.     

    

One website lists another sixteen personality types under these four 

headings: analysts, diplomats, sentinels, and explorers. If you go to 

Keirsey.com you can take the Keirsey Temperament Sorter 2 test. 

You have to answer 70 questions about yourself to determine your 

personality type. So I did. I discovered that I am a Guardian. For 

those who know me well, let me say, I am not making this up.  This 

is how the Guardian is described:     

    

Guardians are the cornerstone of society. They are those 

who serve and preserve our most important social 

institutions. Guardians have talents in managing goods and 

services that keep things running smoothly. Guardians have 

a lot of fun with their friends but they are quite serious about 

their duties and responsibilities. They take pride in being 

dependable and trustworthy. If a job is to be done they can 

be counted on to put shoulder to the wheel. Guardians also 

believe in law and order and sometimes worry that respect 

for authority and a fundamental sense of right and wrong is 

being lost.     

    

Wow, this describes me to a T. It goes on …     

    



 

  

   

They are practical and down to earth. Guardians believe in 

following the rules and cooperating with others. They are 

not comfortable winging it or blazing new trails.     

    

They work steadily within the system, that is the Guardian 

way, to work within the system, for in the long run loyalty, 

discipline, and teamwork get the job done right. Guardians 

are meticulous about schedules and have a sharp eye for 

proper procedures. They are cautious about change even 

though they know change is good for institutions. A 

Guardian will say, “Go slowly and look before you leap.” 

Forty to forty-five percent of the population, it is estimated, 

are Guardians, and this is good because they end up doing 

all the indispensable but thankless jobs everyone else takes 

for granted. Guardians are most comfortable when life is 

structured. They love routine. Because they are dependable 

and exacting, colleagues and customers can rely on their 

work.     

    

The website then goes on to tell us that there are four types of 

Guardians; which include supervisors, protectors, inspectors, and 

providers. But to find out what type of Guardian you are you have 

to buy their report, and because Guardians also guard their wallets, 

that didn't happen!     

    

All I know is I'm a Guardian and you can rejoice with me at the close 

of this book because now I have found my identity! This will now 

set the course for all of my behavior and all of my decisions, and in 

fact it will be my excuse for all of my shortcomings.     

    

This is great stuff, isn't it? I can just see how this is going to work. 

“Honey,” my wife will say to me, “you are cutting and too critical.” 

And I will reply, “I have to act this way because I'm an exacting, 

introverted, sensing, thinking, judging, guardian of the universe.” 

This is who I am.  This is what I do.     

    

I have found my get out of jail free card!     



 

    

But the trouble comes when that which is secondary and secular 

becomes that which is primary and authoritative. The problem is 

when Carl Jung and not Christ Jesus become our source of identity.  

When a psychological type A becomes the dominant self message of 

my soul, I have a big problem as a Christian. When it becomes a get 

out of jail free card that I can’t or won’t change then it is a stubborn 

sin. If this becomes my primary self-presentation to the world and 

the constant track that's running in my head then it is an anchor 

holding down my spiritual progress. My personality can never 

become an excuse for sin.   

    

Psychological tests and resulting labels might have their place in 

certain contexts, but beloved, they are not inspired by God. These 

are observations from fallen and flawed man, not God's trustworthy 

designation. And if they were necessary to life and godliness it would 

have been revealed in the Scriptures.    

    

If you are not born again by God's initiating grace so that you know 

and love Christ, then the only answer to the question “Who am I?” 

is “I'm a S-I-N-N-E-R.” It's the only reality you need to focus on. 

Sinners sin because we all have a sinful nature from conception.  All 

humanity starts this way, save the Son of God. Only God thru Jesus 

can truly change your heart and identity.    

    

If you are born again, you are not a Guardian or an Architect or a 

Performer or a Dynamo. You are rather:     

    

1. His beloved in whom He delights.    

2. His child to whom He is committed.     

3. His holy one set apart from sin.     

4. His called out one fitted for the body of Christ.     

5. His disciple on the narrow road to glory.     

6. A brother or sister with a seat at the family table forever.    

    

Hold tightly, beloved, to your identity in Christ.  Let it define you. 

Let it rule over all other identities to the joy of your heart and the 

glory of your God.    


