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1 Corinthians 6:12-15, 19-20

     We are in the second week of our winter series on identity, thinking about not just who we are, but who we are becoming in Jesus Christ.

     Our identity is important.  It is the basis for what motivates us in life, what we are passionate about, and the choices we make.  The dictionary defines identity as “the distinguishing character or personality of an individual.”  

     What is it, at the core of who you are, that is your distinguishing characteristic?  What has your identity grown out of?  Family, friends, culture, the work you do, school, faith?

     Of course, it will be some combination of a few of these, but did you catch that definition?  The distinguishing characteristic—the one that when all else fades away, still remains.

     As Christians, we talk about that distinguishing mark, that distinguishing characteristic as our baptism.  Our identity as new creation in Jesus Christ begins as we are water washed and spirit born.  For in our baptism we discover and claim, even as God claims us, that we are a beloved child of God.

     As we remember our baptism, it is not so much about remembering that historical moment, but it is about remembering and claiming the truth of our identity and allowing it to sweep over us, to seep into us, this good news that we are beloved.  

     There is something so wonderful in this news.  We are beloved by the God of creation, the God of all time and place.  Once we begin to accept it, and live with it, we build our lives on this basic truth.  And as we claim this truth, it frees us to be bolder.  We are no longer afraid, no longer worried about being judged, for the ultimate, final judge has already proclaimed his verdict:  we are beloved children, full of sacred worth.

     We are free.  But there’s something about this freedom that often goes to our heads.  It gives us a little strut in our stuff.  Think of the way a grandchild acts when they know they have their grandparents totally wrapped around their little finger.  They are doted on, spoiled, let to get away with more than anyone else lets them.  It’s a precious and wonderful thing, unless you’re the parent receiving them back after hours of their running the show, worn out and hyped up on sugar.   

     This is the sort of place Paul is at with the church in Corinth.  They have received with joy this gift of salvation through faith in Jesus.  They have claimed this baptismal identity of being beloved.  They have reveled in this good news.  

     “You mean that God accepts us, whether we are Jews or not?  You mean that God loves us unconditionally and forgives our mistakes?  You mean that there are no more rules, that we are free from all those laws?”

      Yes, this is all true.  This is the good news.  

      But whereas this gift is meant to form our identity in love and give us the freedom and courage to use our energy and resources to be a blessing to others, to share God’s value and worth with them, to live out God’s justice, righteousness and peace, they heard no rules, we can do whatever we want.  And they did.  

     And Paul began to hear about all the things they were doing, things that were causing problems and chaos within the church.  Things that were causing them personal harm.  Things that were causing those outside the church to cringe.  Things that were the opposite of what Jesus taught, lived and died for.
     So it is time for a heart to heart.  Yes.  You are free in Jesus.  Yes, God loves you unconditionally.  

     But you’re going to have to grow up, to become mature in faith, practice some wisdom here.  “All things are permissible.  But not all things are beneficial.  Just because you can doesn’t mean that you should.  

     Do you really think that God did all of this, sent his very son, freed you from hell and death, just so that you could throw it away and be enslaved by the things of this world?  

     Don’t you realize that you were bought with a price?  The price tag on your rescue, your redemption was high.  It wasn’t cheap.  It wasn’t easy.  It took God forsaking his very self, his very beloved son.  God’s heart breaking as he witnessed his beloved son taking on the sins of the world, dealing with the pain of rejection, death on a cross, body broken, blood poured out.  It took descending to hell and a cosmic battle for you to have this freedom.

     You were bought with a price.  And you’re going to take this extravagant, costly gift and waste it?  You’re going to choose to live like an everyday pagan, indulging in every physical desire, drunk, head in the gutter, treating women as things to be bought and sold, objects to look at and possess, buying and eating to excess?  All they care about is whatever makes them feel good in this moment.  It doesn’t matter if it hurts them, God or others.  It doesn’t matter if it causes addiction or dehumanizes others or causes a breakdown in relationship and community.  
     This is not why God bought you from sin.  Don’t you realize that you were bought with a price?  You are baptized, beloved, freed.  Don’t take that for granted.  Don’t waste that.  Instead, protect it, treasure it, and use that freedom to bless others, to share the gift of love, to celebrate the gift of life.

     Protect this identity, the identity of Jesus Christ in you.  We’re all aware of identity theft.  We have been taught to guard our SSN and credit card and bank account numbers.  We’ve been taught to shred our important documents.  When someone steals our identity, it is really difficult to get it back and involves a huge number of headaches.

     Your identity in Jesus Christ gives you freedom.  But don’t take it for granted.  Protect it, for there are many in the world who would steal it from you.  Robert Gianni says, we live in a culture that “manipulates our desires and wants and we are miserable because of it…having has replaced sharing, true love has turned into a desire of crushing possessiveness, covetous of others things and experiences.”  

     There are many things in this life that we can do, things that are legal or even if they aren’t, that many do without getting caught.  But they aren’t good for us.  They skew our sense of reality and steal our identity.  Drugs and alcohol and food and fashion convince us that we need them more than anything else, that we’re not really ourselves without them.  Gambling and risky and violent behavior makes us think that life should always feel like an adrenaline rush regardless of the cost.  Sexualizing everything skews our sense of what to expect in a real, healthy relationship.  

     Don’t let these things steal your freedom in Jesus Christ.  Protect your identity in Christ, for you were bought with a price.  You are a temple of the Holy Spirit.  Choose to use your identity, beloved, and bought, to glorify God, to do the work that Jesus did:  to love others, to extend grace, to value and respect and share and serve.
     May we choose again today to claim and to live in our freedom in Jesus Christ.        

