Salvation and Identity

by Adam Metropolis

If you're a Christian, you've probably heard about the “Identity in Christ” concept.  If you're like me, you've had no idea what that actually means.  I know I'm supposed to believe that my “Identity is in Christ,” but until recently, no one had ever fleshed that out for me in a way I could really grasp.  

We'll start with 2 cliffs separated by a chasm, which you may find familiar.  The cliff on the left we'll call the world, the cliff on the right we'll call Eternity with God.  The cliff on the left is DOOMED.  Colossians 1:13 calls this world “the domain of darkness.”  The cliff on the right is everlasting joy, peace, love, intimacy and pleasure with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Now most of us have heard about how only one thing can bridge the gap between us and God – that bridge is the cross of Jesus Christ.  And that's true, Biblically.  In Acts 4:12, Peter says about Jesus, “...there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved. “  In terms of identity, it's important to understand what the Bible says about how we cross this bridge from death into life.  This may be surprising to some of you.

Imagine that on the left, in the world, there are human beings.  Now, these human beings are separate from, but sustained by, God.  They have an independent life force.  This life force is their engine,  it  keeps them going.  Although God ultimately gives humanity life, motion, and existence itself, (Acts 17:28), the Bible makes it clear that a human being who does not go through a fundamental change by coming to faith in Jesus Christ will remain under the unforgiven penalty of sin, and will not receive eternal life with God.  In John 14:6, Jesus says, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”  To not come to the Father is to be separate from Him, and the Bible only gives one alternative to eternal life – death.  Eternal death.  Not a non-existence or a blinking out, but a conscious existence of pain, disconnected from God.

That's not good.  We don't want to die without knowing God through Jesus.  If you have not repented of your sins and turned to Jesus Christ as your only hope for salvation, I would urge you to do so right now, this very moment.  If you truly turn from your sin, and put your faith in Jesus Christ as your King and Savior, you will, indeed, be saved:  “For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved.”  Romans 10:10.  “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.”  John 3:16.  And don't be mistaken – God's love for the world does not mean everyone gets saved.  If that was the case, John wouldn't have written, “whoever believes in him should not perish..”  because for John to make that distinction means that whoever does not believe in Him will not receive eternal life.  Do you see?  It is not evil for God to love a human and yet throw them into hell if they reject Him.  If my brother was a serial killer, I would love Him until the day he died, but I would also approve of his execution.

So...you have all these humans in the world, with life sources that are, (in a very real sense), separate from God.  These humans have an eternal death sentence waiting for them.  Now, on the other side of the chasm, you have God.  The main character in this drama will be the Holy Spirit, the third member of the Trinity.

The Holy Spirit is the regenerator of the Godhead.  1 Corinthians 6:11 says that the believer is “washed...sanctified...(and)...justified...by the Spirit of our God.”  Paul says this in Titus 3:5:  “he saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit”.  The Spirit applies the finished work of Jesus to the individual who has been predestined for salvation before the foundation of the world (see Revelation 13:8).  This salvation spiritually kills the old life source and gives a new life source – immediately.  It's like Indiana Jones in “Raiders of the Lost Arc,”  when Indie grabs that statue and quickly replaces it with a bag of sand.

Regeneration, (or being “born-again”), is when the Holy Spirit essentially forces your spiritual eyes open and causes you to become saved.  Concerning this forceful conversion, Jesus says in John 6:37-39 "All that the Father gives me will come to me.... And this is the will of Him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of all that He has given me, but raise it up on the last day." 

He also says in John 6:44-45: "No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.... Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father comes to me." 

Also, in John 6:65:  "No one can come to me unless it is granted him by the Father." 

This comes as a shock to our culture, but God has been controlling people's thoughts and behavior from the beginning.  Isaiah 44:18 says, “They know not, nor do they discern, for (God) has shut their eyes, so that they cannot see, and their hearts, so that they cannot understand.”  This is actually a very basic Biblical concept.  As early as Exodus, we see God controlling Pharaoh’s will:  “And the LORD said to Moses, “When you go back to Egypt, see that you do before Pharaoh all the miracles that I have put in your power. But I will harden his heart, so that he will not let the people go.”  Exodus 4:21

So it's clear from the Bible that we do have to make a conscious choice to believe in Jesus for salvation – but also that we will never make that choice unless God opens our spiritual eyes.  It's possible to claim faith in Jesus but for your eyes never to be truly opened by God – and in such a case, you end up with a false convert – someone who proclaims to know Jesus, but has not been born again by the Holy Spirit.  And our churches are filled with men and women like this.  And it's sad.

In the moment of salvation, you definitely do have some concept of making the decision to believe – but it cannot be denied that faith is not, at its most basic level, a choice.  For instance, you don't choose to believe that your computer is real – you just...know that it's real.  If you your friend, “I'm choosing to believe that my computer is not real,”  and that friend proceeded to pour a cup of orange juice on it, saying, “Ok – then this shouldn't bother you...” you would  freak out.  If that person asked, “I thought you didn't believe it was real?” - you would just punch them in the face.  Ultimately, faith is not a choice.  True belief is not an act of the will.  If faith in Jesus is not injected into us by the Holy Spirit, we will never make a conscious proclamation of our trust in Him for salvation.  That said, there are many who claim to believe that Jesus is Lord, but their lives clearly show that they neither love nor fear Him.  These false converts will assuredly end up apart from God if the Holy Spirit doesn't perform a radical work in their hearts.  We know that false conversion is possible from examining the Pharisees, the religious elite of Jesus' day.  In John 5:39-40, Jesus says this about them:  “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life.”  If you claim to be a believer, but cannot say with confidence that you love Jesus in an intimate and personal way, and if your life is marked by persistent, unrepentant sin – you are most likely not converted.  In that case, it's critical that you get on your knees, right this second, and pray that God would save you.  Love for Jesus is the ultimate proof that we have truly received His love.  1 John 14:19 says, “We love because he first loved us...” In John 14:23, Jesus says  “If anyone loves me, he will keep my word.”  We receive the love of God through the Holy Spirit – we love God back because of the love He's lavished upon us – and we keep Jesus' word as the overflow or outpouring of that love relationship.  In Romans 14:23, Paul wrote that “whatever does not proceed from faith is sin,”  Which means that any outward action that claims to be obedience, but is not motivated expressly out of genuine faith in Jesus Christ, is in the category of condemnable sin before God.  And we see from John 14:23 that works of faith only proceed from believers who love Jesus – thus, true love for Jesus is the foundation for all true works of righteousness.  “Checklist Christianity” does not and will not cut it on judgment day, because it's very essence is self-salvation, (or self-righteousness).  Our working must proceed from a daily overflow of the reception of His incredible love.

The Holy Spirit pulls an Indiana Jones on the human being.  But instead of grabbing a statue and putting on a bag of sand, He, in one instant, grabs your old life source, nails it to the Cross, (where it dies), and replaces that life source with a new one.  This must be done in an instant, because without a life source, you'll die.  It's like a heart transplant.  A foreign engine is placed inside of you, and the old one is disposed of.

In Ezekiel 11:19, God clearly explains the process of regeneration:  “...I will give them one heart, and a new spirit I will put within them. I will remove the heart of stone from their flesh and give them a heart of flesh...”

Thus, a new life source is PUT into the believer.  A new Spirit:

1 Corinthians 6:17 says this:  “...he who is joined to the Lord becomes one spirit with him.”

Galatians 2:20 says:  “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.”

So, essentially, the old life source has been nailed to the Cross, crucified.  This old life source, and the penalty of sin that resides on that life source, died when Christ died.  But you cannot live without a life source.  This is where the Resurrection comes in.  If you're picturing Indiana Jones making the ol' switcharoo, imagine that he removes the sinful man via Jesus' death, and replaces it with new life via Jesus' resurrection.  We are also partakers in His glorification.

Colossians 2:12-13 says that the believer has been “buried with him” and “raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead.”  The Christian has been “made alive together with him...”

Listen to Colossians 3:1-4:

You and Jesus are one.  If you are a believer, His Spirit is now your life source.  This has MASSIVE implications.

As you can see, the born-again believer's life source is now that of God, although he's still functioning within a world full of condemned people.  His spiritual DNA has gone through a fundamental transformation, which means the very essence of this person's identity has shifted.

For instance, lets say that before being regenerated, this person would say, “I'm a sinner.  I'm a sinner.”  That actually would have been true and appropriate for him to say.  Or, “I'm a bad person.  I deserve to go to hell!”  That would have been true.  (And, by the way, hell is very real and very Biblical).  Now, within our postmodern, relativistic 21st century world, we would say to that person, “You're not a sinner!  You're a good person!”  - when that person really, truly, actually is a bad person, and does deserve hell.  So key to understanding true identity is rejecting the world's view of good and bad, and acknowledging that a human being who is unsaved is TRULY a sinner, is TRULY a bad person.

But after this same person is regenerated, they lose every right to say, “I'm a sinner,” or “I'm a bad person.”  The SINNER has been nailed to the cross.  The BAD PERSON has been put to death with Jesus, (crucified with Christ).  

What now resides in the believer is the very Spirit of Jesus, (the Holy Spirit).  So those old, self-deprecating thoughts and comments are now an insult to the work of God.  The Father is now viewing this “born-again” believer as an adopted child, as one Holy and righteous before Him.  

Where do we get the term “born-again”?  From Jesus in the gospel of John.  This is John 3:6-8:


“That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’ The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 

Although the Father will lovingly chastise and discipline this re-born child, His wrath due to their sin has been completely and utterly turned away due to the atoning death of Christ on his behalf.  Thus, the Father does not see a sinner, but a Holy and blameless child, who, do to indwelling sin, occasionally fumbles and fails.

And what is indwelling sin?

Indwelling sin is the “seed of Adam,” a remnant of the old nature that lingers in the Believer until they physically die.  Paul describes indwelling sin very clearly in Romans 7, (I would encourage you to study the chapter):  “So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.” (Romans 7:17).  Do you see that?  Paul is saying, “I, PAUL, no longer sin.  I don't sin anymore.  But there is something foreign within me that essentially causes me to rebel against God.  

So, whereas before conversion, sin was the inner nature of the human being, and Christ was the foreign entity – after conversion Christ is now the inner nature, and SIN is the foreign entity.  In some mysterious and profound way, sin, although dead, still has the spiritual ability to influence the believer.  Sort of like how Satan was defeated at the cross, but is still at work in this world, although he knows his resistance is futile.  Paul Washer explains it as a chess-game:  In every game of chess, there is one definitive move after which there is no way for the losing team to regain dominance.  And although they can move their pieces to and fro, and perhaps even take some of your pieces, the game is essentially over.  The Jesus' willing sacrifice for sin was the killing blow, the finishing move from which Satan has no hope of recovering.  Similar to Satan, our indwelling sin can still move the pieces on the chess-board, but is in check and will inevitably be destroyed completely.

Romans 7 is key for understanding the “indwelling sin” concept.  Paul asks, “Who will deliver me from this body of death?”  then answers, “through Jesus Christ our Lord!”  Deliverance from sin in the nitty-gritty, every-day circumstances of this life can only come through the resurrection power of Jesus Christ, our Lord.  Jesus provides both freedom from the penalty of sin, and freedom from the immediate disobedience itself, (i.e. the ability to resist sin and choose what is right and good).

So the believer is living in a world that contains born-again believers and unsaved humans.  But there are some other players in this world:  Angels.  Good angels, servants of God, and fallen angels, otherwise known as demons.  

Demons LOVE to get people to hurt themselves, kill themselves, hurt others, kill others.  They're really quite nasty.  The New Testament is full of demonic activity, with Jesus constantly exercising His authority over them.  In this world, good angels generally keep out of the limelight, but demons seem to really enjoy getting attention.  Often what they'll do is to attack a believer with horribly subtle and deceptive lies.  Often these lies are centered in the most important aspects of life – forgiveness of sin, God's love for us, assurance of salvation, identity in Christ.  Demons try to coerce us into giving our indwelling sin the upper-hand in our lives.  Then, once we've sinned, they immediately condemn us with an oppressive guilt and shame that can be devastating.  They'll whisper lies to our souls, such as, “You're not saved.”  “You're a sinner.”  “You're worthless.”  “You're disgusting.”  “You're evil.”  These are lies, and often we choose to believe them.  You see, your old self was not saved.  Your old self was sinful; evil.  Your old self was arrogant and disgusting.  (Even so, every human being is an image-bearer of God Almighty (Gen. 1:26), and as such has inherent worth before God.  Also, the Bible makes it clear that God does, indeed, have love for all of humanity (2Peter3:9), even if He doesn't save all of humanity).  But as a regenerate believer, you have a new life source, and with it, a new identity.  A proper response to a demon, (if any), would be, “No.  I am not a sinner.  I was a sinner.  I was arrogant.  I was evil.  But I am in Christ now, and He is sinless.  He has worth.  He is good.  And in Him, I am one Spirit with Him, (1 Cor 6:17).  I am a partaker of His divine nature,  2Peter1:4.)  And you might want to finish that conversation with, “In Jesus' Name, I bind you!”  or “I rebuke you in the Name of Jesus of Nazareth!  Be gone!”

Demons use lies to freeze us in a paralysis of shame and inactivity.  They manipulate and oppress us, encouraging sin in our lives, only to turn around and condemn us once we sin.  But Paul said that for the believer, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  (Romans 8:1). 

Are you tracking?  Do you understand what I'm getting at?

There is no condemnation, because your life source is now CHRIST.  Not only do you have the power to resist sin and do what is right, but when you die, you will be ushered into Eternity with Jesus, because your life source is now one with Him.  

“For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God.”  Colossians 3:3

Hidden, with Christ, in God.

Brothers, sisters, we need not fear the devil, nor believe his lies that we are sinful, or that we don't have the ability to do whats right.  If you are a believer, the ability to resist sin lies within you.  Your source of life is an infinite one -  THE infinite One, from whom all life and goodness flow.  On the cross, Jesus paid the penalty for your sin.  Upon conversion, the Holy Spirit applies that death to your old nature, and replaces it with Jesus' life.  You are not a sinner.  You are not evil.  You are not fat, you are not ugly, you are not stupid.  You are righteous, good, attractive, beautiful, intelligent.  And when you die, and see His face, you will be ushered into the fulness of who He created you to be.

The following is a list of true statements about each and every true believer in Jesus.  This list is from “The Bondage Breaker” by Neil T. Anderson, (I encourage you to read it).  Open your heart to receive these truths, and pray that the enemy not snatch these statements of reality from your mind.  Remember, to reject this reality about yourself is to reject the authority of Scripture.

