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David Powlison (MDiv, PhD) served in many capacities at CCEF. He was a faculty 
member, a counselor, and a writer. He served as the executive director of CCEF for 
six years and was the senior editor of the Journal of Biblical Counseling from 1992 
until his death in 2019.

A Man’s Identity
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Let me introduce this article to give you some context. Several years ago, 
David Powlison wrote “A Man’s Identity” for the ESV Men’s Devotional 
Bible. As he was working on it, I served as David’s editor and I remember 
a conversation we had about it at the time. I commented about how the 
article had blessed me—and curiously so since I am a woman! David, in 
his characteristically incisive way, immediately responded that the majority 
of what he wrote equally applies to women, with only a handful of points 
applicable only to men. I share this so our female readers don’t overlook this 
article! There are treasures here for you as well. 

You might be wondering why we haven’t published this before. It’s 
because David had hoped to develop and expand this article into a larger 
one on Christian identity. He had begun that work, but did not finish it 
before his death. As much as we would have all been helped and edified by 
that article, we won’t ever have it. So the JBC team decided to share what we 
do have. We believe that its present form will still help and edify you. In my 
most recent re-reading of it, I also experienced something new. Even as I was 
encouraged and moved by the simple and profound ways David captured my 
relationship with Christ, I was also glad and comforted to think that David 
has entered fully into these realities. His faith has become sight. His refuge 
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has been found. He is home. And for this, and for all the ways the Lord takes 
care of his own, we can give thanks. 
—Lauren Whitman

* * *

Who are you? What gives a man his identity? On what foundation are 
you building your sense of self? Your answer, whether true or false, 
defines what your life means.

Wrong ways of defining who we are arise naturally in our hearts, 
and the world around us preaches and models innumerable false identi-

ties. But Jesus maps out and walks out a 
counterintuitive and countercultural way 
to know who you are. Your true identity is 
a gift of God, a surprising discovery, and 
then a committed choice. 

What are the ways men get iden-
tity wrong? Perhaps you construct a 
self by the roles and accomplishments 
listed on your resumé. You might iden-

tify yourself by your lineage or ethnicity, by your job history or the 
schools you attended, by your marital status or parental role. Perhaps 
you define who you are by your political leanings or the objects of your 
sexual longings. Maybe you consider yourself to be summed up in a 
Meyers-Briggs category or a psychiatric diagnosis. Your sense of self 
might be based on money (or lack of ), on achievements (or failures), 
on the approval of others (or rejections), on your self-esteem (or self- 
hatred). Perhaps you think that your sins define you: an angry man, an 
addict, an anxious people-pleaser. Perhaps afflictions define you: disabil-
ity, cancer survivor, divorced. Even your Christian identity might anchor 
in something that is not God: Bible knowledge, giftedness, or the church 
denomination to which you belong.

In each case, your sense of identity comes unglued from the God 
who actually defines you. God’s way of sizing a man up goes against 
the grain of our instinctive opinions and strategies. Here are six basic 
realities to orient you. 

Everything you ever 
learn about who 
God is correlates 
specifically to 
something about 
who you are.



To continue reading this article, visit ccef.org/jbc to purchase the individual 
journal issue or subscribe to the Journal of Biblical Counseling.
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