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West Sound Community Church
Crisis of Identity
Introduction:

Some of you know that West Sound Community Church is affiliated with the North American Baptist Conference of churches.  NAB has its roots in a small German Baptist congregation that was established in 1843 by Rev. Konrad Fleischmann in Philadelphia, PA. This German immigrant dreamed of reaching people, especially other immigrants, with the Good News of Jesus Christ. He knew his one church could only do so much.  In 1851 German Baptist pastors held a general conference in Philadelphia which was called “The First Conference of Pastors and Co-Workers of the German Churches of Baptized Christians, (usually called Baptists).  This was in parenthesis and smaller typeset because of their hesitation to use the term Baptist.  (Lutheran and Plymouth Brethren/Mennonite background) Eventually that was shortened to “Church of Baptized Christians (usually called Baptists)” In 1865, a small group of German-speaking churches met in Wilmot, Ontario and formed the German Baptist Conference of Churches.  Because of their support for and influence on one another, these churches impacted not only their local communities but established churches across North America, and in other parts of the world.   (THEY HAD A CLEAR IDENTITY)
During the 1930’s attitudes begin to change toward Germans in America.  This prompted a bit of an “identity crisis” in our conference of churches.  Were we German or were we American?  Was our primary language German or was it English?  Many churches in this period changed their names to exclude the word German.  Many of our churches had heated debate over worship services being held in German or in English.  Finally, in 1946 the conference formally incorporated as North American Baptist, Inc. and removed German from its official name.  Now there was some confusion about WHO we WERE – AN IDENTITY CRISIS.    

Today, when we think about the church, we rarely ask the question, “Are we German or are we American?”  But we face an identity crisis of our own.  If you ask people, “What is the Church?”  You will get a variety of responses:
An outdated institution.  A religious organization.  A social agency.  A building.  An educational agency.  Ancient.  Irrelevant.  Out of touch.  Provides programs to meet my needs.   

What is the Church?  Who are we as the Church?   What is our identity as a local congregation called West Sound?   

The Church is made up of God’s people.  In the OT God chose Israel and they were referred to a “Chosen People” or “People of Promise”.   Listen to these passages:

Gen 12:1-3

1
The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you.

2
"I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.

3
I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you."

Exodus 19:3-6

3
Then Moses went up to God, and the LORD called to him from the mountain and said, "This is what you are to say to the house of Jacob and what you are to tell the people of Israel:

4
'You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself.

5
Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine,

6
you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites."

Isa 43:19-21

19
See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the desert and streams in the wasteland.

20
The wild animals honor me, the jackals and the owls, because I provide water in the desert and streams in the wasteland, to give drink to my people, my chosen,

21
the people I formed for myself that they may proclaim my praise.

Before Christ, God was at work in and through Israel to accomplish his promise, plan and purpose.  After Christ, he continues to work through the Church to fulfill his promise, plan and purpose.  THIS IS ONE STORY!  Not old or new – but God’s ongoing story of rescuing people he loves.
In I Peter 2:4-12 we find descriptions for the church that are similar to the characteristics and qualities used in the OT for the nation of Israel.

4
As you come to him, the living Stone-- rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him--

5
you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

6
For in Scripture it says: "See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame."

7
Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, "The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone,"

8
and, "A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall." They stumble because they disobey the message-- which is also what they were destined for.

9
But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.

10
Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.

11
Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul.

12
Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.

Throughout the NT we find that those who believe in Jesus have a new identity.  In Romans 12 Paul tells us that our lives are transformed, our minds are renewed.  In 2 Corinthians 5 He reminds us that in Christ we are a new creation, the old has gone, the new has come.   
Those who believe in Christ are transformed by his power.  We are changed and now our lives demonstrate God’s grace and mercy in the way we live.  The gospel completely rearranges our lives.  
We are transported into his Church.  We are now sons and daughters of God, brothers and sisters in Christ.  Our adoption into the family of God, takes precedence over all other relationships.  It reminds us that we are incomplete alone and much of the gospel lived out is impossible unless it is done as the Church.  We value independence when in fact the Bible teaches interdependence.   

We would do well to think about our new identity in terms of placement in the body of Christ rather than an individual experience meant to be lived out on our own.   In the NT the believer’s identity is described in the context of the larger body.  

Peter does a marvelous job of putting us in our place within the Church.  This passage is all about the Church and does not find its first application for the individual, even though we often read it that way.  (read it with this in mind)  Notice the PLURAL!

Let’s take a look at the descriptors and regain a clear sense of who we are as people of promise – The Church.

4-8
WE ARE like LIVING STONES.   Built into a spiritual house.   We are one CHURCH.  

Think about this.  It is difficult to build an entire stone house with one stone.  Put it this way - Could you build a house with one 8 foot long 2X4?  Of course not.  It would be incomplete.   (Wife:  “Honey, I want a new house.”   Husband:   “No problem, I will just run down to Home Depot on my moped and get the lumber – one 8 foot long 2X4.  I’ll be back in no time.”  

While it’s true that Paul tells us we should think of our body as the temple of the HS - this is different.  This is about US together.  Living stones – plural.  The emphasis here is that WE are being built into a spiritual house.  
That spiritual house is built for a purpose – to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through JC.

In the OT only the priest could offer sacrifices in the Temple.  Now, in JC, we are priests and our sacrifices are acceptable to God.  These sacrifices are described in the NT as our bodies (R. 12:1); material good/money (Phil. 4:18); sacrifices of praise (Heb. 13:15); sacrifices of good works (Heb. 13:16).  

Our true identity is not as a solitary individual saved by grace, but our identity in Christ is claimed and lived out in light of our placement in the body of Christ.  The Christian life was not meant to be lived alone.  The Christian way was not meant to be a solitary walk.  It is in the context of the Church that we fulfill the call of God upon our lives, experience the reality of being conformed to the image of Christ and see the power of the Spirit at work in transformation.  

We are like living stones built into a spiritual house.  This is where we find our identity and are used by God as he fulfills his promise.

As people of promise we are THE CHURCH – One Church.

I Peter 2: 9-10


WE ARE CHOSEN PEOPLE.  The word used here is “genos” which is the root word for “genealogy”.  We have a new GENEALOGY.   We are born again and therefore our primary identity is in Christ and with his people, rather than in our old humanity where it is biological (sperm and egg, mom and dad) and nuclear family.  We have physical DNA that ties us to our earthly family but we also have spiritual DNA the takes priority!  It refers back to 1:23-24 where he talks about the fact that once you were born of perishable seed, but now imperishable etc.

This has significant ramifications regarding our identity and how we act.  We live in a culture where our physical family has been lifted to the level of an idol.  We use phrases like “family first”, “I would do anything for my family”, family is everything”.  We must rethink what that means in light of our NEW DNA.  

 It has implications for our mission.  It has implications for how we live in community and how we treat each other.
WE ARE A ROYAL PRIESTHOOD, A HOLY NATION.  The word for nation is “ethnos” which means a race, a tribe (as of the same habit)   In other words, since God is my father/dad... I want to be like him. In much the same way as little boys want to be like their dads, so we ought to be like our new Father. We are one RACE.
This points back to 1:15-17 where Peter speaks of being Holy because God is Holy. This has significant implications, instead of seeing how close we can come to the ways of the world without being tainted, we live in a different way, trying to imitate the father, becoming more and more like him.   

This has direct bearing on our witness through how we live.  It impacts our character as we seek holiness and godliness.

WE ARE A PEOPLE BELONGING TO GOD (A PECULIAR PEOPLE)   The word for people is “laos” which not only means “a people” but implies being “bound together socially”.  

God is on a mission, now we are adopted into his family, we live reflecting the Father and live to carry out the purposes of the mission of God - which is calling people out of darkness in into the light.  WE DO THAT in how we live together as a community/family of believers.  

Since God is now, literally my dad, and I seek to be like him, then I carry on the family business of being a fisher of men.

As people of promise we are one COMMUNITY.

I Peter 2:11-12


WE ARE ALIENS AND EXILES (STRANGERS)
Even though we are God’s people we are at war with sinful desires.  But now we have the power to win the war.  Sinful desire no longer holds the upper hand.  We have been freed from sin – meaning we have a choice to go another way.  
When my father started grade school in Wessington Springs, SD his primary language was German.  His teacher visited their home and told my Grandpa and Grandma that “Bobby” had to speak English in school.  From that point on G/G would not reply to anything my dad said to them in German.  They were now Americans not Germans and they had to live up to their new status as citizens.
As people of promise, God’s chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s peculiar people – we now live life as Kingdom dwellers.  That life style is alien and strange to this world yet profoundly attractive as they witness how we love one another and live good lives in the middle of an evil world.   

We attract and invite the world into a new culture.  Evangelism is corporate and not only or even primarily individual.
As people of promise we have one CAUSE.  Read verse 12, “Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.”
There is one Church.   We are one community.  We have the same cause.  

Communion
That is illustrated nowhere more clearly than in celebrating the Lord’s Table.  This table is the great equalizer.  It reminds us that we have entered this new family in the same way.  No one has found their own way, no one has come on their own, and therefore no one can boast or claim to be better than anyone else.

 This table portrays the Gospel message.  In the hands of the HS it is a powerful tool, demonstrating the grace and mercy of the Father and displaying the humble sacrifice of the Son.  He is the Cornerstone of the building/the capstone that holds it all together.
This table is open to the people of promise – those who believe in JC alone as their Savior and Lord.   We don’t come to the table out of habit or without reflection – when we come we are realigning and reaffirming our position as God’s people on God’s mission.    

