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Identity Issues | Dirtiness and Holiness 
Ephesians 1:1 

New Series  
• Identity Issues | God’s Glory in Us Through Christ’s Work for Us 
• Verses 1-14 (one a week) 
• Christocentric passage 

o Jesus mentioned 14x in 14 verses 
o But what we need to do is identify who we are in light of who Christ is and what he has done for us 
o An exaltation of Christ is only sincere in as far as it transforms your life (Cnt. demons) 

 Who are we, in light of who Christ is and what he has done for us? 
o Disciple = knowing your identity 

• Read 1-14 (NLT) 
 
Identity = is the fact of being who and what we are 

• Through our sense of identity we develop our feelings of: 
o Worthiness or shame 
o Belonging or exclusion 
o Hope or despair 

 
All of us have an identity that is based on/built on something 
 
Most people build their identity on things like 

• Good looks 
• Bank account 
• Career/Position 
• Talents 
• Circle of friends 
• Parenting 
• Love of a spouse 
• Achievements 

o What happens when these are gone? 
 We no longer know who we are 

o We feel lost, adrift, lacking meaning 
 And so we try to maintain the things that seem to give us meaning/identity 
 Endless plastic surgery (creepy) 
 We will do almost anything to maintain these things because we do not know how to be us 

without them 
 We have deified them 

• No thing can bear the burden of godhood! 
• Building identity apart from God is unstable1 

 
Or, people build their identity on the lack of these (or other) things 

• Feel unworthy, unwanted, unable 
 
Maybe this is how the Ephesians felt when they read this 

• Me holy? A saint? 
• I feel more dirty than holy. More like a scum than a saint! 

                                                
1 Tim Keller, The Reason for God (New York: Duton, 2008), 164. 
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• And yet, Scripture is identifying them, and every Christian as holy/saints 
 
 

• Peter: “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!” (Luke 5:8) = dirty 
• Publican: Dared not even life his eyes to heaven (Luke 18:13) = shame 
• Prodigal: “I am no longer worthy to be called your son” (Luke 15:19) = unworthiness 

o Felt like a scum not a saint 
o Was more dirty than holy 
o Because of sin 

 
Sin is like this 

• One of the metaphors that Scripture uses to describe sin is as a stain 
o Something dirty that we need to be cleansed from 
o Psalm 51:4 “wash me thoroughly of my iniquity and purify me of my sin” 

 
• We work hard not to have stains on our clothes 
• If we have them, we generally try to hide them 
• We may feel dirty or ashamed 

 
This sense of dirtiness: 

• The problem is that God is holy/pure/right/righteous (frighteningly so) 
 
And we are guilty… we actually are dirty, stained and unworthy 

• God sees all things even the heart and mind 
 
God judges these things (we expect that for others) 

• God as holy, deals with all unholiness 
 
Dirtiness/shame/unworthiness = break the connection we were made for 

• Shame is basically the fear of being unlovable2 
o Broken connection and withdrawal 
o The sense that “I cannot belong” 

• We are made for connection/belonging 
 
So what we do in the face of this fear of not being worthy; of not measuring up; of being ashamed—
feeling unlovable and so not able to belong is: 

• Try to mask, look good, justify, perform, make up for it, work harder or just withdraw  
 
In the face of shame we either: 

• Move away 
o By withdrawing, hiding, silencing ourselves, and keeping secrets 

• Move toward 
o By seeking to appease and please. Try to fit in. 

 
And we substitute ‘fitting in’ for ‘belonging’  

• Fitting in is assessing a situation and becoming who we need to be to fit in 

                                                
2 Brene Brown, Ph.D., L.M.S.W., The Gifts of Imperfection (Center City, Minn.: Hazledon, 2010), 39. 
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• Belonging is about being who we are and still being accepted. It does not require us to change. 
o (This is part of the miracle of marriage) (the Garden) 

 
 
 
This is the miracle of the Cross 

• God makes the unholy holy 
• Makes a way for the broken to belong 
• Not by changing but by believing 

 
We are totally exposed and completely loved and accepted at the same time—in Christ 
 
Identity change 

• From dirty to holy 
• From scum to saint 

 
The idea of the word holy/saint 

• What we normally think… superior performance or quality 
• Speaks of belonging (to be set apart to… to belong to God) 
• Cf. Objects that were reserved for God  
• His special possession  

 
The world tries to give us a lot of negative identities (ugly, worthless, untalented, unwanted, etc) 
 
God wants us to have the identity of Holy (the pure, spotless, special possession of God) 

• Shame/Dirtiness/Unworthiness are dealt with 
o By the Cross 

• We are Holy Saints not by any action of our own, but the action of Christ on our behalf 
o Not an issue of morality, but of being—not of production but position 

• It is a way of saying we belong to God! 
 
Because of what Jesus has done for us! 
 
If I examine myself I find enough unholiness to shock me. But when I look at Christ in me I find I am 
altogether holy. -Martin Luther 
 
The moment we embrace that as part of our identity, we are set on a life long journey of becoming 
who we are “holy” 
 
Identity always forms action 

• If we see ourselves as unworthy we act that way (and vice versa) 
 
When we begin to see ourselves as holy, we begin to choose to act that way 
 
“I am writing to God’s holy people in Ephesus, who are faithful followers of Christ Jesus” 
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People with a new identity (Holy) and a new way to live (followers) 
 
Living out this new and better identity (the practical part of the positional truth) is what helps us in 
our relationships; in living with one another  

• Because we are not like Christ… we seldom forgive and we almost never forget 
• So we need to be careful with each other 
• So we behave differently… in a holy way = imaging God (sharing in who God is) 

Indicative/imperative 
• What we actually want to do is live in a way that is congruent/consistent with what is true about us.  
• For example:  

o I love my wife, I want to live and act toward her in away that is evident of that.  
o That’s more important than just saying ‘I love you’ 

• When we claim to love someone but do not act as though we love them, life is tiresome! 
• “Incongruent living is exhausting”3 

o Being holy but always living in an unholy way is exhausting 
o = Faithful followers of Christ Jesus 
o We begin t live in a holy way (like Jesus) because we have been made holy 
o Christian morality does not arise on the basis of new action but on that of a new state which is best 

expressed as holiness 
o We both live in holiness and grow in holiness 

 
But what about when I do not feel holy or saintly? 

• We only feel right, when we believe right 
 
1 Corinthians 6:11 
But you were cleansed; you were made holy; you were made right with God by calling on the name of the Lord Jesus 
Christ and by the Spirit of our God. 

• Hagiazo (verb) 
o To make clean or render pure 
o Antonyms: To stain or pollute, besmear* or defile (*smear or cover with a greasy or sticky substance) 

 
Ephesians 5:25b-27 (About Jesus and the Church) 
He gave up His life for her to make her holy and clean, washed by the cleansing of God’s word. He did this to present 
her to himself as a glorious church without a spot or wrinkle or any other blemish. 

 
If you have built your identity of something positive (other than Christ)—it is unstable 
 
If you have built your identity on something negative—it is untrue 
 
What is most stable and most true about you is that you are holy unto God (a saint), because 
of your faith in Christ! (The Holy one of God) 
 
So that the next time Peter was in the same situation… He ran to Jesus 
So that the Publican went home right with God that day 
So that the Prodigal was embraced and kissed and celebrated by the Father 
 

                                                
3 Brene Brown, Ph.D., L.M.S.W., The Gifts of Imperfection (Center City, Minn.: Hazledon, 2010), 28. 


