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Grace Presbyterian Church                February 7, 2021 

Psalm 23, Isaiah 40:6-11, John 10: 1-6, 11-15   Holy Communion 

"Searching and Finding: Identity” 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

We’ve been looking at five things human beings need and they can’t live 

without: meaning, satisfaction, freedom, identity and hope. Christianity not 

only tells you why these are your basic human needs but also supplies the 

answer to the need and gives you resources to meet your needs in 

unparalleled ways. We are exploring this together, whether you are a long 

time believer in Jesus Christ or whether you do not consider yourself a 

follower of His. We are taking some of this pandemic time to consider 

deeper life questions, such as: Without my work...without my 

business…without my house, without my status in the community, my 

regular recreation, my dining out places, my in person meetings with my 

family, my friends, my close ones, who am I? The pandemic has allowed us 

some time to reflect on these questions. Who am I without my regular 

routine, and without the sense of control over my life that I usually have? 

How well am I grieving my losses in this season? How are you 

acknowledging God as a part of your life in this season? 

 

If you are a believer and look at Psalm 23, you will note that the author talks 

about his life in relationship to God. David, the shepherd, looks at his life as 

a sheep following God. He encourages us to reflect on how God’s being in 

your life supplies your needs. How does God help you experience peace and 

comfort during the pandemic? (“making me lie down in green pastures”) 

How does God lead you and restore you in these days? (“beside quiet 

waters, restoring your soul”) How does God help you if you have lost loved 

ones? (“the valley of the shadow of death”) How are you comforted by God 

in these days? These are amazing journaling or reflecting points for you to 

give your testimony about God in the midst of the pandemic. Use Psalm 23 

in this way, and you will blessed. God does want to deal with your fear, your 

sense of being persecuted, (“in the presence of my enemies”), your need of 

home and love, and your need of the presence of the Lord. Write down how 

God is giving you what you receive day by day, or ask Him to do so if you 

are not receiving these needs. 

 

The prophet Isaiah, in the fortieth chapter, the eleventh verse reveals the 

tenderness of the shepherd toward the sheep, the lambs he carries close to 

his heart, gently leading those who have young, caring for the whole flock. 
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God wants to care for you in these days. He wants to give you an identity 

that cannot be moved by pandemic or end times or anything else. 

 

What is identity? A sense of self, which is durable. You can’t change in 

every situation. There is something of you that is durable and core to you in 

every situation. Also, it gives you a sense of worth. If you don’t have either 

of these, you don’t have an identity. 

 

Cultures value identity so intensely that they push their way of forming your 

identity onto you so strongly yet subtly that you may not even know that 

they are doing so in your life. Most of us don’t even know what our cultures 

push on us, or that we have a choice in choosing our identity formation path. 

This is how you get a sense of self worth. This is how you know you are a 

good person. I want to show that Christianity gives you an identity process 

that is more profound, more joyful, and more coherent than any other 

process.  

 

John 10: 1-6, 11-15. You must enter the sheep pen by the gate. The one who 

enters by the gate is the shepherd. He calls his sheep by name. He leads 

them. The hired hand runs away when there is a danger. The shepherd lays 

down his life for the sheep. 

 

Just three brief points on this passage: (1) We are sheep. (2) We are named. 

(3) We are redeemed. 

If you hear, “The Lord is my shepherd…” Does that make you feel good? 

Do you feel warm and toasty with those words? Pastor Tim Keller suggests 

we should rather hear that us being sheep is a deep and far reaching insult. 

So don’t feel toasty and warm for a minute, rather hear what God is saying 

to you: Human beings, like sheep, are the most non-self-sufficient animals 

possible. They can’t find food. They eat the bad thing if they have a choice. 

They are exceptionally needy, defenseless, unable to protect themselves, 

vulnerable in so many ways: can’t run, can’t bite, are skiddish. We too as 

human beings are non-self-sufficient, and we need to be named. Somebody 

has to name us. Modern Western culture absolutely rejects this. Ancient 

cultures and non-Western cultures do assign you an identity. A family and a 

people group is assigned to you. Your sense of self is wrapped up in that. In 

ancient times, in non-Western cultures, individuals would say: I am a son or 

daughter, a mother or father. My self worth comes as I give up my 

individual interests for the family, for the good of the whole. That’s how I 

know who I am, if I am a good person. For example, Koreans give their 
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family name first, their given name second. This word order shows the 

priority of the Asian family role.  

 

No one has researched this cultural difference between Western and non-

Western cultiures better than the American sociologist who taught for years 

at the University of California at Berkeley (my undergraduate alma mater) 

Robert Bellah (1924-2013) in his book Habits of the Heart. He noted that 

western individualism started to become exceptionally strong after WWII. 

He gave the name “expressive individualism,” we do not discover who we 

are by sublimating who we are to the family, but rather each person has a 

unique core feeling and that has to be expressed to truly know who you are. 

That’s what the modern/post-modern Western culture tells you who you are. 

You identity is within. No longer does anyone else name you, you name 

yourself. No one assigns your identity, you do. You must not let your society 

or family impose that on you. That would be horrible, in our modern/post-

modern society. Capt. Jean-Luc Picard in Star Trek: The Next Generation a 

very popular TV series in the ‘90s, typical to this post modern mindset, talks 

to a young man who wants to go into Star Fleet Academy: “Don’t do it for 

your mother, do it for yourself. You need to decide what you want to be. 

Don’t let anyone else tell you what you want to be.” 

 

That’s the modern identity formation. Let me summarize the traditional way: 

You are your duties in the community. Your honour comes from your 

community. Western society says you are your dreams, your desires, and 

your choices. They are no one else’s. They are yours. You are who you 

choose to be, and your dignity is something you bestow on yourself, your 

right, yours alone.  

 

Literature shows these two ways of accepting identity. Ancient literature in 

the Battle of Maldon, the Anglo Saxon history of England in the tenth 

century, shows the beauty of Byrhtnoth the warrior defending his homeland 

against the Viking invader, giving up his life for his kindred, there was 

nothing more beautiful and fulfilling than that, sacrificing himself, the very 

definition of heroic. They lost. Even though they had a chance to run away, 

they chose not to. That is the traditional way: honour, sacrifice for the 

people, and the tribe. 

 

Another immortal piece of literature: “Climb every mountain, ford every 

stream, follow every rainbow, until you find your dream.” You know where 

that comes from: The Sound of Music. The music for the play premiered in 
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October 1959.  You know the context is telling a young woman to leave the 

convent, leave her religious community and calling, leave the familiar, get 

her to follow her heart… 

 

Let me say: both the traditional and the Western identity formation are 

crushing. Neither is the answer in the end. But I see the allure of the modern/ 

post-modern identity formation. Tim Keller’s grandfather grew up in a small 

town in Italy outside of Naples. His family’s occupation was potters. His 

grandfather asked if there was some way for him to get out of being a potter. 

And the answer was: you can become a priest, or a military man, or you can 

be a potter. You can’t be anything else, not in this town, not in the next 

town, because they know you are from this town. So he saw moving to the 

United States in the late 1800s as the only way to do something else. The 

stratification was crushing: when you are your duties, you are your role, 

there is no way out.  

 

But let me also say: modern Western’s identity formation is every bit as 

crushing. Your self-identifications are not durable. Why? Because your 

deepest desires contradict. Take, for example career vs. love life. You love 

them both. You are a being who wants contradictory things that make no 

sense. You want to possess and not possess at the same time. My feelings 

and deepest desires not only contradict but they also change. This idea of 

self-identification alone is incoherent and unworkable.  

 

This self-identification process smothers you. It crushes you. You’ve got to 

be attractive, hip, smart, successful. You’ve got to be it all. It’s all up to you. 

In a way, in traditional cultures, that just was not the case. Listen to 

Madonna from an interview with Vanity Fair, 1991. “My drive in life is 

from this horrible fear of being mediocre. And that’s always pushing me, 

pushing me.” In Arther Miller’s great play After the Fall, Quentin loses his 

faith in God. He is free. He decides what he wants to do. He gets to choose. 

He shouldn’t feel crushed, or drained, but he should feel free. He said, “For 

years I looked at life like a law case. When you’re young, you want to prove 

how smart or productive you are, then a great lover, then a great husband 

and father, then being wise or whatever…I found I needed to find a verdict, 

someone to judge what I was doing. I had an endless argument with myself, 

an endless argument, a litigation of existence in front of an empty judge’s 

bench. Why was it empty? Because God wasn’t there.” Modern people are 

looking for identity and affirmation from outside themselves. 
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In the 1981 movie, Chariots of Fire, Harold Abrahams, the Olympic runner 

never smiles. He gets the gold medal in the 100m sprint. But even in that 

achievement he says, “When that gun goes off, I have ten seconds to justify 

my existence.” I have to prove myself to someone, even if I don’t believe in 

God. You have to decide who you are, how good you are, what you are…It 

is a trap. In the name of freedom (last week’s sermon), you decide who you 

are, you decide then that you achieve that. It’s a trap. You take some good 

thing: a career, a romance, caring for others, and it becomes your whole 

reason for living, which in turn becomes crushing. 

 

Listen to Ernst Becker who wrote the Denial of Death (1973). People used 

to get their identity based on God and family. Now they get it from their 

lover: the self-glorification we look for is in our love partner. What is it we 

want? We want to be rid of our faults, our nothingness, be justified, we want 

to know our existence is not in vain…but no human being can give you this. 

It is an ultimate thing. It was his whole sense of self was wrapped up in this 

lover. How can you give that person feedback? You can’t take it, if they 

criticize you. Over and over again, we see that the Western identity 

formation is a crushing project. 

 

The point I’m trying to make is: You have a to have a word from outside to 

form your identity. Someone outside of you, greater than you, who is not 

human, must give you the perspective you lack. The praise of the 

praiseworthy is above all rewards. Someone who praises and loves you, that 

is the essence of your identity. You need someone to name you, but not your 

parents, not your lover, not someone who changes, you need a Shepherd to 

name you, the sheep.  

 

Have you ever been praised by some teacher or professor, who you admire? 

If so, you know that feeling of worth and fulfillment. 

 

There is an inner voice that calls you a fraud, you’re a fake, you’re not what 

you make yourself out to be, something you don’t live up to it, the curse, 

you deserve this, because you are broken. But Jesus, the Good Shepherd, 

takes that curse on himself. He looks at you and sees that you are more 

precious than all the jewels that are below the soil of the earth. That is 

substitutionary atonement. He takes on himself what we deserve that we 

might inherit what he deserves, life, identity, love, everything we need.  
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Christ became a curse for us, taking the curse of the Law, so that we might 

receive the blessing by faith. (Gal. 3:13-14) Let’s talk about a Curse or 

Blessing from the Law. There are two ways to satisfy that law. At a stop 

sign, come to a full stop. That’s the blessing. You follow the law. But if you 

break a law, for example, at a stop sign, you roll through the stop sign, the 

policeman writes you a ticket. You pay the $95 and you go on your way. 

That’s the curse of not following the law, but then your curse is paid for.  

 

Jesus earns the blessing of the Law. But then chooses to take the curse of the 

Law so that we can go free. God puts the curse that we deserve on Jesus.  

 

We can now have a solid identity from God that no one can take from us. 

Jesus gave up his identity and became a nobody so that you can have a 

name. Isn’t that beautiful? Have you received your name from Him? 

 

We are the only culture in history that has no right or wrong. We should be 

free, but we are not. We still live like we are frauds, a sense of 

condemnation we can’t shake. That is an intuitive understanding of our 

spiritual hunger and spiritual reality as it really is there.  

 

There’s nothing and no one like Jesus Christ to liberate me from the 

crushing performance lifestyle, modern or traditional identity formation. The 

failures we meet in life can ground you more in who you really are, if your 

identity is found in Him.  Let us meet with Him at His table. Let Him 

whisper in your ear His love and commitment to you. Let Him tell you who 

you are. Tell him how much you love Him, need Him, want His truth and 

His life to flow through you. Take advantage of this time with Him. Tell 

Him what you will turn away from to be with Him. Taste and see that He is 

good. 

 

Let us pray.  


