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I’m a father of four children—and the oldest two just hit double-digits last month. They’re really 

starting to forge their own identities, and needless to say, it’s an exciting time. So begins a 

lifetime of self-examination, of figuring out who they are, what they love, and what hopes or 

desires they have for the future. As every child comes of age, consciously or not, they must 

decide what they want to hold on to and what they want to move beyond from their family of 

origin. They must decide who their friends and heroes are, who they want to emulate, and in 

what ways they want to be similar or different from the world around them. 

 

Time and again in life, each of us must decide who we are. In his book Falling Upward, 

Franciscan friar Richard Rohr writes, “When you get your ‘Who am I?’ question right, all of 

your ‘What should I do?’ questions tend to take care of themselves.” Now, we’re not gonna 

tackle the entire question of identity this morning. Quite frankly, we don’t have enough time.  

And so much of identity has to be discovered and experienced. Yet, I think we can perhaps 

tackle a small portion of it: As Christians, should we be just like everyone else? Should a 

follower of Jesus look exactly like the world around them? 

 

Much of the New Testament—the portion of the Bible written after Jesus’ death and 

resurrection—is made up of letters written by leaders in the early church to particular people or 

church communities. These letters were intended to be read, copied and circulated, and have 

come down to us in the collection of books we know as the Bible. Ephesians, from which our 

Scripture text comes this morning, is one of those letters, written by a church planter named Paul 

to the Christian community in Ephesus. 

 

Paul says, “You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived, following 

the course of this world, following the ruler of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work 

among those who are disobedient. All of us once lived among them in the passions of our flesh, 

following the desires of flesh and senses.” In other words, before we knew Jesus, we all were in 

the same boat, and that boat was not headed to a wonderful destination. “We were by nature 

children of wrath,” Paul writes, “like everyone else.” 

 

We’re gonna get pretty theological this morning, and I think you can handle it. I think you’re up 

to the task. And I encourage you, if you hear something I say that offends your sensibilities: Go 
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home. Think on it. Pray about it. Examine Scripture for yourself. And then, if you’d like, reach 

out to me via a phone call or email. I’d be happy to discuss your thoughts over coffee, lunch, or a 

beer.  

 

We’re often told that every single person on earth is a child of God. I’d argue that’s not only an 

unscriptural idea, it offends the Gospel. It robs the Gospel of its power. Hear me out on this, and 

please hear what I’m saying and what I’m not saying. God loves every single person on the face 

of the earth—always has, always will.   

 

God lovingly pursues every single person on the face of the earth. Paul gets at that in Ephesians 

2, when he speaks of “God, who is rich in mercy…loving us even when we were dead through 

our trespasses…” God desires a vital, thriving, life-giving relationship with everyone. Each and 

every person is uniquely created by God, in God’s own image. Each and every person has 

inherent value. And each and every person has the ability to become a child of God. But we are 

not God’s beloved children at birth. We’re God’s beloved creations. That’s what new birth is all 

about.   

 

Listen to what’s written about Jesus in John chapter 1: “He came to that which was his own, and 

his own people did not accept him. But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he 

gave power to become children of God.” 

 

Again, listen to one of the most famous verses of the Bible—and the two that come after it. John 

3:16, 17 and 18:  

 

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. Indeed, God did not send 

the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be 

saved through him. Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who 

do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name 

of the only Son of God. 

 

Jesus didn’t come to condemn us. Jesus came to save us—and not only us. Jesus came to save 

everybody, so that all the world would have a chance to move from being God’s beloved 

creations to God’s beloved children. Everyone has that opportunity. But apart from taking God 

up on God’s loving, gracious, self-sacrificial offer, we stand condemned already. We can’t make 

it on our own. That’s the state of humanity.   

 

Apart from God’s grace intervening, that’s what it means to be just like everyone else. To be 

empty, alone and unsatisfied, looking for love in all the wrong places and failing to find it. Do 

you see why missions and evangelism are so hugely important? We need to create new spaces 

for new faces through planting services, campuses, and worshiping communities. People need to 

know that they are already loved by God, and that because of Jesus, they have the opportunity to 

become God’s own children. The power of the Gospel is that Jesus came to accomplish on our 

behalf that which we could never do for ourselves.   
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Paul goes on to say to the Ephesians, and to us, that “By grace you have been saved through 

faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God—not the result of works, so that no one 

may boast. For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 

prepared beforehand to be our way of life.” 

 

You know, there are different translations of the Bible. I usually use the NIV, the New 

International Version. I think it has a nicer flow; it’s a less-wooden translation that the New 

Revised Standard Version. But this passage is a great example of how comparing different 

translations can be helpful in gaining a better understanding of the Bible and what it asks of us. 

In the NIV, it says that “we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, 

which God prepared in advance for us to do.” The NRSV says, “We are what he has made us, 

created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.”  

 

They both say the same thing, but there are different nuances. Quite frankly, I like the first part 

of the NIV translation and the second part of the NRSV. If we combine them together, we wind 

up with something like this: “We are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, 

which God prepared in advance to be our way of life.” Oooh, that is good. 

 

Do any of you work with your hands, maybe in some sort of craft or hobby? People who knit, 

crochet, or work a lathe know what the word handiwork means. It’s a beautiful creation. 

Something you made that you can step back, examine, and be proud of. Friends, you are God’s 

handiwork. And so is every person on the face of the earth. Every person is God’s beloved 

creation, and God has prepared good work for all of us to do. More than that, God’s plan is that 

this good work become our very way of life. 

 

Have any of you ever heard from God? There are lots of ways to hear from God. We can discern 

God’s Word in the Bible, listen for it in the wise counsel of others, see God’s will in the opening 

and closing of doors. But sometimes, God speaks not in an audible voice, but in that voice that 

comes from within without being your own. I had such a time in high school. I had a rough day 

at the end of a rough week. I don’t remember the exact circumstances, but it was in that period of 

life that I was coming of age, and I just remember being frustrated with myself, with humanity, 

with the general state of the world. Maybe some of you have been there. Maybe you’re there 

right now. 

 

Driving my Chevy S-10 home from some evening event at school, I cried out, “God, what do 

you see when you look at this world?!” And God spoke from within, saying, “I see a lot of 

potential for good.” I know that was God, because it certainly wasn’t what was on my mind. 

 

A lot of potential for good. If everyone lived into the good that God designed to be our way of 

life, if everyone believed in Christ and was adopted into the family of God and actually lived like 

God’s children and not like self-righteous, judgmental brats or lawless ingrates doing whatever 

they think is right in their own eyes, maybe nation would not take up sword against nation, nor 

would they train for war anymore.   

 

Maybe we’d stop trying to legislate morality, because there wouldn’t be a need for such 

legislation. Maybe we’d stop trying to hold on to a past that really wasn’t so great for the 
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majority of the population, and instead live graciously into God’s future—where everyone will 

sit under their own vine and under their own fig tree, and no one will make them afraid. 

 

With four kids ages 5 to 10, our parsonage over in Berkley is a perpetual Lego minefield. The 

other day, I stopped to pick up a handful of Legos, and my wife Rachael said, “Unless you’re 

gonna pick them all up, what’s the point.” I picked up one more solitary Lego, turned to Rachael, 

and mockingly quoted the sickeningly overused story of the starfish: “To that one, it mattered.”  

It’s true, though. In ways great and small, recognized and unrecognizable, we have the chance to 

be different from the world around us and to do the good works that God meant for us to do.   

 

It’s one thing to say that, as Christians, we should not be just like everyone else. We should be 

different. But how should we be different? In what ways? Let me give you five. 

 

First of all, we should love one another. Pastor Elbert just touched on this last week, and he’s 

absolutely right: Love has everything to do with being a follower of Jesus. Jesus himself said, 

“By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” In a traditional 

wedding ceremony, the prayer of blessing includes this phrase: “May you always bear witness to 

the love of God in this world, so that the afflicted and the needy—those to whom love is a 

stranger—will find in you generous friends.” What a testament in this era of polarization and 

withdrawal for people to look at us and say: “Those people don’t see eye to eye on everything, 

but wow, they sure do love one another.” Friends, what unites us in Christ is greater than 

anything that divides us. 

 

Second, we should live into our spiritual gifts. Each and every one of you is loved by God, 

called by God, and gifted by God. If you believe in Jesus, if you’re an adopted child of God, you 

are by definition in full-time ministry.   

 

And spiritual gifts are God’s way of equipping God’s people for God’s work. They’re not 

something we earn or deserve; they’re exactly what the name implies: gifts freely given. They 

are spiritual because they’re given to us through the work of the Holy Spirit.  

 

And each one of us—yes, each and every person—has unique gifts to be put to use for the glory 

of God and the good of the world. Friends, if you ever feel called to do something and you’re not 

quite sure you have the experience or ability to pull it off, know this: if God has called you to it, 

God’s gonna give you what you need to make it happen. God will never call you to do something 

without equipping you for that work.   

 

Third, we should be holy, as God is holy. The word “holy” simply means to be set apart for 

special use. It’s the opposite of “common.” And so, if God invites us to be different from the 

world around us, God is by definition inviting us to be holy. In First Peter 1, we’re told that, “just 

as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: ‘Be holy, because I am 

holy.’” That doesn’t mean we’re holier-than-thou. It doesn’t mean we look down on those 

around us. Quite the contrary. It means we lovingly, graciously, and hope-fully shed flavor, light 

and love into a dark and tasteless world that has forgotten how to love. 
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Fourth, we should have different desires from the world around us. First Peter also tells us, 

“Like obedient children, do not be conformed to the desires that you formerly had in ignorance.”  

Put simply, God has different expectations from his beloved children than he does from his 

beloved creations. In the past, God overlooked our ignorance, but now in Jesus, he calls us to 

repent, to turn around and start moving in a different direction. Psalm 37:4 says, “Delight 

yourself in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart.”   

 

Does that mean that if you love Jesus, you’ll get a new car, a lakefront property, and that 

promotion you’ve been hoping for? Nope. Not necessarily. But if you delight yourself in the 

Lord, you will desire what God desires. If you hope for what God hopes for, you’ll find that in 

the end, you always get what you want. 

 

Fifth and final point. Ultimately, we should be different from the world around us because 

we have a different Lord. At the Last Supper, right after Jesus instituted communion, the very 

night Jesus would be arrested and the path set in motion that led to the cross, his disciples got 

into an argument around the table about which one of them was the greatest. Talk about missing 

the point! Jesus said, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them…not so with you.” And he 

gave them a lesson in servanthood.   

 

Look around the world, friends. Some people’s Lord is their money—and they never have 

enough. Some people’s Lord is themselves—and what a sad and puny Lord that is. Some people, 

consciously or not, worship what Paul calls “the ruler of the kingdom of the air.” But you —

you—if you are in Christ, have Christ as your Lord. You are not your own, you were bought at a 

price. You have someone to answer to at the end of it all. Live like it. 

 

We began this morning by discussing the “Who am I?” question, and acknowledging our 

inability to tackle that in full. As we come to a close, I want to give you two related questions, 

that may in fact be one-and-the same: Who are you following? Who are you becoming? Don’t be 

just like everyone else. I know, the temptation is great, but you were made for more—and when I 

look around this room, friends, I see a lot of potential for good. It’s a joy to serve alongside you. 

 


