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To my fourteen- year- old spiritual sister,  
Berklee Maguire,  

who lost her life in a devastating  
propane tank blast in 2020.  

Oh, sweet sister, you are beloved.  
You inspired these words,  

and your life serves as a reminder  
to us all to live in His joy and never turn back. 

#LiveLikeBerk
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Foreword

WHEN MY LIFE FELL APART  in 2011, I was faced with a 
decision: to chase after healing or chase after feeling. You 
see, my feelings were all over the place. I felt abandoned 
by God. I felt I could just continue to medicate my pain. I 
felt the work required to get my life back on track was just 
too much. 

To medicate the pain is the easy road. But it is the empty 
road. My road to recovery was filled with good intentions 
but poor decisions. 

I honestly wish No Turning Back had been available for 
my journey back then. This incredible book by my good 
friend Rashawn invites you to rediscover the joy that’s found 
in finishing your race strong in Jesus, with Jesus, and like 
Jesus. Rashawn has cracked the code on how exactly to move 
from discouragement and disappointment to healing. His 
story lays out for us a road map to healing in a way that few 
others could have done. 

_Copeland_NoTurningBack_LS_wo.indd   11_Copeland_NoTurningBack_LS_wo.indd   11 11/10/21   2:27 PM11/10/21   2:27 PM

Rashawn Copeland, No Turning Back 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



12

Foreword

I pray that this book does for you what it did for me. Now 
I feel prepared to allow my future disappointments to direct 
me to the destination of restoration. 

Your healing is closer than you think. And Rashawn’s 
words will take you there.

Inside this book you’ll find joy in the jabs of disappoint-
ment, peace in the sting of discouragement, biblical wis-
dom, and practical advice. I can’t think of a better author 
for this topic. Rashawn’s joyful personality shines brightly 
through the pages. As a result, you’ll see why I consider him 
a model of Christian hope and healing.

Carlos Whittaker, bestselling author  
of Kill the Spider and Enter Wild 
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Forethought

WHEN JESUS WAS TALKING  to Peter and the crowd, He 
began to tell them about what they must do to be His dis-
ciples and the suffering they must endure. Ouch! People 
walked away. They just left! When Jesus talked about eating 
His own body and drinking His blood (see John 6:53–60), 
people deserted. It didn’t make sense to them. And then 
Jesus asked His disciples, “You do not want to leave too, 
do you?” (v. 67 NIV). Peter answered with something so 
profound. He said, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have 
the words of eternal life” (v. 68).

When life gets dark and suffering becomes unbearable— 
when things don’t make sense— where are you going to go? 
What are you going to turn to? Hedonism? Materialism? 
Video games? Alcohol? Drugs? Sex? These things may pro-
vide some type of immediate relief; however, in the long- 
term they will leave you bitter, angry, and alone. Again and 
again, without wavering, we must choose the light. No mat-
ter how dark the persecution or how sweet the pleasures of 
this fleeting world seem, the greatest place to be is steady 
on the path and focused on the prize.
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Introduction
THE JOURNEY

IS THIS ALL THERE IS?
I just thought I’d feel different.
Will things ever change?
Thoughts raced through my mind. Thursday morning 

approached, and I wondered what reason I could give my 
pastor for canceling our weekly discipleship meeting . . . 
again. We had been studying the book of John, and it was 
definitely fascinating, but I just didn’t feel like I measured 
up to what I was reading nor to the other Christians around 
me. Pastor Sam and I had been meeting for four months, 
and I couldn’t bring myself to admit that I wasn’t getting 
anywhere. I felt discouraged . . . defeated . . . doubtful.

And it definitely wasn’t my pastor’s fault. He poured into 
me in ways no man had ever done— not my football coaches, 
my Army commanders, or my colleagues. He loved me like 
a father would a child. A devoted follower of Jesus, my pas-
tor was humble and approachable. A servant- hearted guy 
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Introduction

to the core, Sam willingly went to the furthest lengths to 
meet my greatest needs.

How did I get to a place of wanting to avoid him, of won-
dering if I’d ever grow up in Christ, ever get beyond my 
struggles with sin, ever become the man I knew God wanted 
me to be?

I remembered our first discipleship meeting, sitting at 
my favorite coffee shop in downtown Oklahoma City. Even 
recalling that first hangout, I feel again how pumped I had 
been that day. I was a new believer, fresh out of the world 
and trying to get lost in the world of Love: life with Jesus. 
Maybe I was naïve, but I honestly believed it would be all 
growth and all joy, even through trials, from that day for-
ward. How could it not be? I had Jesus. A wise and pas-
sionate man of God would be leading me in my spiritual 
journey. I eagerly anticipated living the kind of transformed 
life I saw in others.

But somewhere along the path, when it came to meeting 
up with my pastor, I started to feel like I imagine a criminal 
around his parole officer might feel. My once- great strides 
toward maturity had gradually dwindled like a dandelion 
going to seed in a warm spring breeze. This was the absolute 
opposite of the Paul- and- Timothy- type relationship Pastor 
Sam and I originally enjoyed. I started feeding him a lot of 
excuses (lies) about why I couldn’t meet. He seemed con-
fused but always acted with love and patience.

I was a man divided. Friends may have described me 
as a person of great integrity with humility, compassion, a 
strong character, and a radiant smile, but my family might 
have used words like egotistical, driven, distant, and self- 
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obsessed. I was all smiles while my insides were going wild. 
Outwardly, I was the guy who busted his chops to serve. 
But I sacrificed to win the applause of people more than 
resting in God’s love and acceptance. I might have been 
perceived as a man of self- discipline, but deep down I knew 
something wasn’t right. There were nights I couldn’t shake 
the dark mood of depression, so I’d stumble deeper into 
isolation, thinking that withdrawing from everything and 
everyone— including my pastor— would keep my internal 
battle hidden. Instead, it brought only unspeakable loneli-
ness that tore at my soul.

Ambition, coupled with wanting to be known and seen, 
led me to a zealous desire to compete with others, even fel-
low Christians. Rivalry, comparison, and jealousy left me 
deflated like a slowly leaking balloon. I was plagued by hope-
lessness, restlessness, and the feeling that there was some-
thing more I had to do in order to be significant, valued, 
and loved.

I THANK GOD that Jesus didn’t leave me in that place. The 
turn began at a worship service my wife, Denisse, and I at-
tended. I had a powerful encounter with God the Holy Spirit 
that night. I finally had eyes to see my desperate need for 
the bright- burning flame of God’s love. The gospel message 
of Jesus resounded in my soul like never before. Oh, how 
madly and passionately in love God is with me! From that 
moment on, I began to see my walk with Christ as a journey, 
not an end point. Sure, I hadn’t “arrived,” but that night it 
started to become clear: arrival wasn’t the ultimate goal.
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Introduction

Open your heart to God’s open heart as He reminds you 
that your destination is greater than your location. No mat-
ter how jaded your journey has been, it isn’t over but is just 
starting.

The Bible repeatedly calls life with Jesus a walk. One of 
Christ’s names is the Way (see John 14:6). In 1 Peter 2:11, 
Peter writes, “Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and ex-
iles to abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage 
war against your soul.” Man, did I understand part of that 
verse. I definitely felt like an exile, with anger, intense lust, 
greed for greater wealth, resentment, and pride waging war 
against my soul. Trends constantly tempted me to compro-
mise truth.

The part of that verse that took me longer to understand 
involved the word translated “sojourner.” Not a term we 
use every day, right? Looking at the original Greek word, 
paroikos, we see this term can also be translated as a traveler, 
someone who journeys, a pilgrim.1

When you read pilgrim, don’t think of guys in black hats 
with buckles on their shoes who landed at Plymouth Rock 
and displaced Native American tribes. Those dudes were 
called Pilgrims because they were travelers from a foreign 
land, separated from others because of their faith (the Pil-
grims had been persecuted for Christ’s name in their home 
country, England).

The Bible says we are travelers. Every day, we’re on a 
journey with Jesus. Life with Christ is a walk, a pilgrimage. 
Here’s what I began to discover: my discipleship meetings 
didn’t create doubts; they just uncovered the pride, fear, and 
insecurity in me. Will I ever change? What’s wrong with me? 
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Will it always be like this? I began to see that the walk of 
faith isn’t linear. It’s full of twists and turns, highs and lows.

In other words, it’s like most journeys.
Almost everyone likes starting something. We also like 

arriving somewhere. We may have fun planning every detail 
of an awesome vacation and love finally getting to that des-
tination, but who loves going through TSA at the airport? 
Who loves flat tires on a road trip, delays and lost luggage, 
cancellations and waiting in lines? “Getting there” is often 
the most difficult part of a journey.

THIS BOOK IS ALL ABOUT HOPE in the midst of the 
“getting there.” It’s about getting past your past so you can 
hold on to hope for the journey. It’s also about moving to a 
closer connection with Jesus. In every chapter, we’ll evalu-
ate where we’ve been and where we’re headed as we travel 
with God. We’ll also look at how we can travel lightly, travel 
wisely, and travel together with our brothers and sisters in 
Christ. These five dynamics will form the foundation for 
each chapter.

In the difficult months before I began to embrace the real-
ity of being on a journey with Jesus, I often felt like turning 
back to the life I used to know. I wanted to stop meeting 
with my pastor because I didn’t have hope that things could 
really, truly change. I couldn’t see how I could get from 
where I was to where God had called me to be.

If you’ve ever felt stuck in your walk with God, if you’ve 
ever felt like giving up, this book is for you. As an author, I 
debuted with a book titled Start Where You Are. Wherever 
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Introduction

you are, no matter how ugly a place, God invites you to 
start there— with anxiety, with bitterness, with anger. Once 
you’ve started where you are, Jesus begins to transform you 
from the inside out. This book is the logical next step. You’ve 
started where you are. Now it’s time to press on and learn 
how to keep going.

You may have sung a beautiful song called “I Have De-
cided to Follow Jesus” at church. If you don’t recognize the 
title, maybe the worship chorus will jog your memory. The 
refrain proclaims, “No turning back, no turning back.” If 
you haven’t heard this tune, I’ve put a link in the endnotes; 
you definitely want to look it up.2

The song originated in Assam, a state in far northeastern 
India. There, in the shadow of the Himalayas, the first As-
samese converts were viciously persecuted by those who 
rejected Christ. A powerful legend has grown up about 
one of these first tribal converts, a man who was dragged 
before his tribe with wife and kids in tow. The clan leader 
demanded that he deny Jesus. The man refused. A warrior 
shot his wife, and, once again, the tribal leader ordered the 
new Christ- follower to recant his faith. Instead, the man 
began to sing a simple tune: “I have decided to follow Jesus, 
no turning back, no turning back.”

The tribal warriors murdered his children, yet the man 
continued to sing, “The cross before me, the world behind 
me, no turning back, no turning back.” Finally, the man 
himself fell as an arrow pierced his body. The words “no 
turning back” escaped his dying lips.3

I’ve named this book as both a call and a challenge. It’s a 
call to the life of hope that a single focus on Jesus gives us. 
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And it’s a challenge to leave behind— forever— our former 
lives, to get past our pasts. Travel with me as I travel with 
Christ. Jesus is the path and the prize, the way and the 
worthy one, the truth and the triumph you seek.

Let’s go, my friend. No turning back.
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From Forgetting Who You 
Were to Remembering 

Who You Are

Once you had no identity as a people; now you are 

God’s people. Once you received no mercy; now 

you have received God’s mercy.

1 PETER 2:10 NLT

AS MY FLIGHT DESCENDED,  the rugged coastline of Min-
danao came into focus. Home to jaw- dropping waterfalls, 
stunning surf beaches, amazing natural resources, and in-
credible biodiversity, Mindanao— the second largest Phil-
ippine island— was once dubbed “The Land of Promise.” 
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It’s also the poorest island in the Philippines and the site of 
ongoing terrorist attacks, kidnappings, piracy, and suffocat-
ing religious tension.

That day, I flew into Mindanao knowing full well that I’d 
soon enter a war zone. I had been invited to share the gospel 
on mission in the Philippines. I felt privileged, eager . . . and 
anxious. It’s about to get real, my mind and heart hammered.

God has given me a great love for and deep connection 
with the Filipino people. My friends there— my brothers 
and sisters— are humble and God- fearing. I’m honored to 
work alongside them for Christ’s glory.

It also completely freaked me out that we were headed 
to Marawi City the day after my arrival.

Rewind with me a bit to May 23, 2017, when militant 
jihadists attempted to seize control of Marawi City for ISIL, 
the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (sometimes known 
as ISIS). The most brutal armed conflict in the Philippines 
since World War II erupted in a city that literally crumbled 
under attack. Roughly 95 percent of the buildings within a 
1.5-mile radius were heavily damaged or completely leveled. 
Radical terrorists ruthlessly executed dissenters, including 
Christians. Two hundred thousand people were displaced; 
evacuees died of dehydration in the desperate conditions of 
congested refugee camps. Shocking and horrifying, right? 
The Philippine government, with international support, 
waged war for five months. Two years of martial law fol-
lowed, during which violence and threat festered just below 
the surface.

When my plane touched down, just over a year after the 
conflict ended, I knew Marawi City was still a chaotic place 
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reeling from devastating destruction. I also knew I didn’t 
have to go there.

After all, I hadn’t flown to the Philippines only to share 
Jesus in Marawi; my mission extended beyond that one city. 
The outreach in Marawi could definitely happen without 
me, I reasoned. And a friend in nearby Iligan City had in-
vited me to stay with him and his family. “Just chill with 
us,” he urged. That sounded good to me!

I woke up the day after my arrival with my mind still rac-
ing, divided and unsure. Then God’s voice broke through: 
Rashawn, I called you here to be on mission for Me, not to 
lounge around, fluff pillows, and sleep. I want you to go in 
where others are running away. I got ready and headed 
to the church where my Filipino friends had already  
gathered.

Walking into the church, I felt an amazing calm rush 
over me. I wasn’t going in alone; brothers and sisters from 
all over the Philippine islands had arrived to share Christ 
in Marawi. Then, almost the next moment, I realized that 
I was at least a head taller than everyone else. I also stuck 
out like a sore thumb as the only “chocolate brotha” in the 
room. My skin was several shades darker than anyone else’s. 
And whereas the Filipinos wore clothes that modestly cov-
ered every inch of skin, my thick, tattooed arms were quite 
noticeably bare. Saying I felt out of place would be a massive 
understatement.

By some miracle, a long- sleeved Manny Pacquiao Foun-
dation jacket a Filipino pastor loaned me fit well enough, 
and, before I knew it, we had loaded the vans for the trip 
to Marawi. During the two- hour ride, I kept asking myself, 
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Can I really do this? Can I be like Paul, risking imprisonment 
and death for Jesus? Can I be like Stephen, being stoned to 
death for the sake of the gospel? Considering the number 
of martyrs in and around Marawi City, this was a genuine 
concern. I wanted to be brave; I knew God had called me. 
I clung to His peace and to Scripture verses He brought 
to mind, but as the time passed, my desire to turn back 
became more prevalent. I had to fight it with everything 
in me.

The leader of my group urged us to hide our Bibles (aka 
our spiritual swords) under the seats as we approached a 
military checkpoint. Men armed with gigantic automatic 
weapons drilled into us with searching eyes. But we were 
waved through by the guards and joyfully pressed on. The 
pastor asked me to crouch down as we entered the city, 
then wait in the van after our driver parked it next to a 
wall.

My incredibly brave sisters in Christ exited first, acting 
as decoys with scarves draped over their faces to distract 
from the tall black man— me— emerging at the Philippine 
equivalent of Ground Zero. Four brothers in Christ then 
surrounded me, shielding me from view, and ushered me 
into the home where three courageous Muslim families had 
gathered to talk about God. One of our Christian sisters had 
built relationships in this area for several years, and this was 
a marked moment: the invitation she had hoped to receive 
for so long to share the gospel.

Even though I had walked into the house, I felt like I had 
raced in a track meet. My whole body was tense as I passed 
through what felt like a movie scene. Then, barely catching 
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my breath after climbing the squeaking, thin stairs, I was 
ambushed. Not by a militant, though; this was a little boy. 
“Whoa! Do you play in the NBA?” he shouted. “Are you 
LeBron James?” I couldn’t stop cracking up like a worn- out 
shoe. God relieved my anxieties in that moment. Phew! The 
rest of the kids gathered around, the families settled in, and 
we had an amazing conversation that eventually led to Jesus. 
God moved in powerful ways, and what He did that day is 
still echoing in Marawi City.

I cannot tell you how grateful I am that I didn’t give 
in to fear. That journey to Marawi was one of the most 
difficult of my ministry . . . maybe of my life. I honestly 
didn’t know if I had what it took to risk all for Jesus. And 
the reality is, I didn’t have it. In the past, I might have 
relied on my strength, my smile, and my charisma to get 
me through the fear, insecurity, and doubt. But I had come 
a long way from those days. I had walked with Christ for 
some years by the time I set foot in Marawi. I wasn’t who 
I used to be and knew my identity was in Jesus. Only in 
Jesus.

On that trip, I faced the temptation not just to turn back 
to safety but to turn back to who I used to be— the Rashawn 
who never showed weakness, the Rashawn who could smile 
his way through anything, the Rashawn who impressed and 
influenced people for Rashawn’s sake. I thank God that He 
gave me His strength to deny myself and press on, not just 
to Marawi and not just to share Him in a dangerous place 
but to journey further away from who I was and more com-
pletely into who I’m meant to be. I want that for you too, 
my friend.
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WHERE WE’VE COME FROM

We all have a past. In some ways, that’s not an earth-
shattering statement; in other ways it’s incredibly profound. 
Think about it: we’ve all come from somewhere. We all have 
a history. Everyone has a past that is deeply threaded with 
brokenness and beauty. We all have to decide what to do 
with our memories, our triumphs, our mistakes. We all have 
to answer the universal question, Who am I?

Whether we articulate it aloud or it simmers under the 
surface, we all deeply want to know, Who am I? It follows 
us from our very first moments.

As a baby, you were born into a world full of possibilities. 
You were called by a name. You may have been identified 
by a birth certificate and a lovingly married mother and 
father; you may have felt identified by abandonment. As you 
grew, you might have been identified as the honor student, 
the star athlete, the troubled kid, or the “good” Christian. 
You’ve been called names. You’ve been labeled and sorted 
and identified in countless ways.

If you’re anything like me, you’ve struggled to know who 
you really are. Growing up, I only wanted to identify with 
my strengths: my football prowess, my online presence, my 
people skills. Like many reading this book, I did everything 
I could to hide my weaknesses. Who wants to be identified 
with failure and pain? Not me.

For so many years, I searched. I was on the same huge 
quest I see all over the world. How can I be happy? Love 
myself more? Be the best version of myself? Gurus tell us that 
the secret of happiness is to love and accept ourselves more; 
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this will allow us to be more successful, more complete. “Do 
you, Booboo,” and all that.

What I’ve found— and maybe you’ve found this too— is 
that the promises of self- focus don’t deliver. The more I 
fixated on self- improvement, the more aware I became 
that I wasn’t getting all that much better. As I attached 
myself to the fulfillment of some mysterious and unde-
fined “purpose” that people promised was “in me,” I only 
became increasingly addicted to influence, affluence, suc-
cess, and approval. What would satisfy me? What would 
finally make me feel good enough? What could possibly 
settle the nagging doubts about my worth? If money, a 
massive digital following, and more women than I could 
pay attention to couldn’t make me happy, what on earth 
could?

The toxic culture of self- love will never satisfy. It can’t. 
Why? Because creation can’t fulfill or satisfy itself. Basing 
your identity on what you’ve done, who others say you are, 
or who you hope to be in the future only leads to crushing 
sorrow. It’s just never enough. Apart from Christ, we aren’t 
enough. As my beloved friend Allie Beth Stuckey would 
say, “You aren’t enough, and that’s okay.”

We must escape the toxic culture of self- love. I’m not say-
ing we shouldn’t love ourselves, but truly loving ourselves 
only happens when we grow in awareness of God’s love and 
His love frees and empowers us to love others. It’s a love that 
flees self- obsessing but flourishes in sacrifice. A love that isn’t 
about self at all.

Here’s where I’ve come from: the world of bullies (foes) 
and groupies (fans). The bullies in my life tried to keep me 
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down. Whether coming from actual people or the bullies 
inside my head, the words and lies about my identity used 
to tear me down faster than Usain Bolt can run. In order 
to compensate, I’d swing toward the groupies in my life, 
the people or thoughts that would puff me up and tell me 
how great I was. And like most of you, I’d much rather be 
identified with greatness than with weakness.

Right?
Have you experienced bullies or groupies telling you who 

you are? Maybe you’ve experienced way more of one than 
the other. You may have been so beat down by the words 
of others and your own insecurities that you think, Man, it 
would be nice to have at least one groupie. There’s a trouble 
with listening to even one groupie, though: you and I can 
always find evidence that contradicts what a groupie says. 
For example, someone may write to me on social media: 
“Rashawn, you’re awesome. I can’t believe how many fol-
lowers you have. You’re doing so much for God’s kingdom.” 
Sure, this might give me a temporary ego shot in the arm. 
But I know the other side of that equation: there’s always 
someone with more followers, there’s always the possibility 
that my followers won’t keep viewing or liking me, there’s 
always more I could be doing— and there’s the honest truth 
that people don’t see the sin in my heart that Jesus is still 
sanctifying. If I let it, my mind could spin off what people 
would think if they watched me on a day I’m struggling 
with depression or temper or pride.

You and I live in a world of groupies and bullies. But the 
reality is, we don’t have to listen to them. We don’t have 
to identify with them. We don’t need a foe or a fan— we 
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need a friend who sticks closer than a brother. There is a 
better way.

WHERE WE’RE HEADED

Once I surrendered my life to Christ, I started a new quest. 
Now I’m no longer looking primarily for happiness, though 
I definitely enjoy being happy on earth and look forward 
to perfect happiness someday in heaven. I’m on a quest 
even more important than self- love, self- fulfillment, or self- 
improvement. It’s a quest not simply to answer Who am I? 
but to live who I am.

Who I am was decided long ago: I am blessed by God 
in Christ with every spiritual blessing; chosen by Him 
before the foundation of the world; holy and blameless; 
predestined in love to be an adopted son and heir with 
Jesus; lavished with mercy, grace, and forgiveness; and part 
of God’s eternal purpose to redeem and unite all things 
in Him, things in heaven and on earth. I didn’t pull these 
words from nowhere. This is the glorious identity Ephesians 
1:2–10 promises you and I can embrace.

No matter where you’ve come from, you’re invited to 
glory in Jesus, with Jesus, like Jesus, forever. Our pursuit of 
happiness was never the answer to our identity problems; 
finding the Healer (Jesus) is. The Healer of our hurts cre-
ates beauty from our brokenness and makes us blessed and 
blameless. That’s who we are in Him, forever.

Creation cannot fulfill or satisfy itself, but the Creator 
can fulfill and satisfy everything— including you— for all of 
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eternity. He’s already doing it, though our bound- by- time- 
and- space minds can take in only so much glory at one time. 
We see only moments of the story, but God sees the whole 
shebang. In fact, the Bible tells us He is “the Beginning and 
the End” (Rev. 1:8; 21:6; 22:13).

We have been called to identify with so much more and 
so much better than what we can grasp for ourselves. That’s 
why the apostle Paul described his journey like this:

Not that I . . . am already perfect, but I press on to make 
it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 
Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But 
one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining 
forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for 
the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. (Phil. 
3:12–14)

Like us, Paul did not perfectly live out his exalted iden-
tity in Christ. But he pressed on. He got past his past. He 
deliberately left behind his successes and his failures (read 
the rest of Philippians 3 to see the list of things he counted 
“worthless” compared to knowing Jesus). Paul urges us to 
likewise strain forward to what lies ahead: eternal life with 
Jesus.

Jesus is the path and the prize. So “let your eyes look di-
rectly forward, and your gaze be straight before you. Ponder 
the path of your feet; then all your ways will be sure” (Prov. 
4:25–26). We have a heavenly citizenship and a glorious 
destination. Let’s pursue them.
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TRAVELING LIGHTLY

In order to press on, we’ve got to put off everything that 
might call us back to where we’ve been. We humans tend to 
gravitate back to who and where we were. Instead of view-
ing our past as a reference point, many of us try to make it 
our residence. We live in the past and wonder why we lack 
power in the present and fear the future. Beloved, don’t stay 
there. Strain forward.

If we want to travel lightly, we have to put off our past 
identities and put on our new identity in Jesus alone.

Colossians 2:12 tells us that we have been “buried with 
[Jesus] in baptism, in which you were also raised with him 
through faith in the powerful working of God, who raised 
him from the dead.” Romans 6:4 promises that, like Christ, 
“we too might walk in newness of life.” To sum up: we all 
begin spiritually dead, but we don’t have to stay there un-
less we want to.

I was a dead man before Jesus raised me to life. I had no 
heart for love. No eyes for light. No hope for everlasting life. 
Would I want to go back to that? Would I want to dig up 
someone who’s dead? Excuse me for a second. . . . No way! 
There’s no pleasure in exhuming a body, extracting a casket, 
or sifting through the dust and bones in a grave. I’m not 
trying to act crazy, but this is what it’s like for us to go back 
to the cemetery of our past, to the days when we identified 
ourselves with the foolish things we do, the futile things we 
own, the fickleness of those we influence, the failings of what 
we’ve done, or the frustrations that come with who does or 
doesn’t love us. For me, that identity is as dead as a doornail.
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How about you?
Jesus tells us that we’re seated with Him in a place of 

heavenly honor (see Eph. 2:6–7). I’m personally dazzled that 
the God of the universe would allow me access to Himself, 
let alone clothe me in His righteousness like Isaiah 61:10 
promises.

Why would I want to rewind? I prefer to press play and 
strain forward in Christ. We don’t stop dwelling on the past 
so we can attain heaven; it’s already ours, promised and 
sealed forever! Nor do we, in Christ, stop turning back to 
our old ways so we can look like we’ve got it together. We 
can “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which [we] 
have been called” because Jesus has already made us worthy 
(Eph. 4:1). In Jesus, we have nothing to prove and nothing 
to lose. Identity in Christ is ours to enjoy.

Some years ago, I remember reading an article about Apple 
genius Steve Jobs. Before his untimely passing, Jobs became 
known for many things: incredible creativity, savvy business 
acumen, compelling presentations . . . and wearing the same 
outfit. No matter how big or small the meeting, Jobs usually 
showed up in jeans, a fitted black turtleneck, and matching 
black shoes. For some, Steve Jobs became as identified with 
those clothes as he was with iPhones and MacBooks.

How weird would it have been if Steve Jobs had showed 
up at one of Apple’s annual October conferences in a foot-
ball jersey he’d worn in middle school, oversized pants, and 
fisherman sandals several sizes too big? Yeah; I’m pretty 
sure people’d be wiggin’.

Ill- fitting clothes can identify someone as quickly as Steve 
Jobs’s sleek, turtlenecked appearance identified him. That’s 
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why you and I are invited to “put off your old self,” your 
old identity, “which belongs to your former manner of life 
and is corrupt through deceitful desires” (Eph. 4:22). It no 
longer fits. Our pasts and our former ways of life no longer 
identify us.

The thing about identity is, there’s no nakedness. If you 
put off one identity, you must take up another. There’s no 
neutral answer when it comes to the question, Who am I? 
Fortunately, the Bible tells us not only what to put off but 
also what to put on.

TRAVELING WISELY

Our identity in Christ involves putting off the past with 
its ill- fitting rags of approval seeking, failure avoiding, and 
success grasping. If you’re a Christian, that old you is dead. 
To travel wisely and well on this journey with Jesus, you’ve 
also got to put on your new identity, though. The book of 
Colossians uses the metaphor of clothing ourselves with 
new garments to describe putting on our identity in Christ.

As God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe your-
selves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and 
patience. Bear with each other and forgive one another if 
any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the 
Lord forgave you. (3:12–13 NIV)

Remember, Jesus is your path and your prize. Christ’s fol-
lowers are identified by His compassion, kindness, humility, 
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gentleness, and patience. They forgive. They love as He has 
loved, and by this they are known as His disciples (see John 
13:35).

Don’t just put off your old ways; decide today— and every 
day to come— to put on your new self, your new nature, 
the clothes that perfectly fit a follower of Christ. One of 
the ways I learned to do this was by focusing on how the 
Bible answers the question Who am I? Scripture is full of 
“in Christ, I am” truths, including these:

 $ I am chosen (1 Thess. 1:4).
 $ I am treasured, honored, and loved (Isa. 43:4).
 $ I am accepted (Rom. 15:7).
 $ I am a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17).
 $ I am God’s masterpiece (Eph. 2:10).
 $ I am more than a conqueror (Rom. 8:37).
 $ I am a child of the Most High God (John 1:12).
 $ I am free from condemnation and shame (Rom. 8:1; 
10:11).

 $ I am a citizen of heaven (Phil. 3:20).

These truths don’t just apply to me. This is your identity in 
Jesus too. And the statements above are just the beginning 
of a list that goes on and on, written by God, with love, from 
Genesis to Revelation. To help you discover more “who I am 
in Christ” affirmations, I’ve listed some helpful resources 
in the endnotes.1

You simply cannot live who you are without knowing 
who you are, and knowing who you are starts and ends with 
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Jesus Christ. As you put on His character— compassionate, 
kind, humble, gentle, patient, and forgiving— everything 
changes. Why would you go back to a closet full of grave-
clothes when you can be robed in the righteousness of the 
King of Kings?

Traveling wisely means forgetting who you were, not 
because your past is completely irrelevant or unimport-
ant but because it’s only meant to be a reference point, the 
place from which your journey with Jesus begins. Forgetting 
who you were doesn’t mean trying to erase the memories 
of your life before Christ; you and I both know that’s not 
even humanly possible. Instead, it means choosing every 
day to remember what’s eternally secure and what’s most 
important: who you are in Christ is your firm foundation, 
triumphant truth, and only hope.

With David the warrior poet, let us pray,

I love you, O Lord, my strength.
The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my 

deliverer,
 my God, my rock, in whom I take refuge,
 my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my 

stronghold. (Ps. 18:1–2)

All too often we fail to go to the eternal Rock, then won-
der why we can’t find a firm place to stand. I’ve deliberately 
decided to stand on and in Christ, the unchanging Rock of 
Ages (see Heb. 13:8).

What about you? Will you pray, with the psalmist,
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Hear my cry, O God,
 listen to my prayer;
from the end of the earth I call to you
 when my heart is faint.
Lead me to the rock
 that is higher than I,
for you have been my refuge,
 a strong tower against the enemy. (61:1–3)

Will you build your life on the shifting sand of success, ap-
proval, good looks, or a nice family? Or will you stake your 
claim on the Rock that is higher, the Truth that is greater, 
the Hope that is secure through every storm?

It’s time. Don’t hope you’ll find out “who you are” some-
day. Decide you’ll live out the truth of your identity in Christ 
today.

TRAVELING TOGETHER

Spend some time talking with God or discussing the follow-
ing with an accountability partner or small group.

 $ Do you struggle to live with a thankful or peaceful 
heart? Read Colossians 2:6–7 and reflect on how 
these verses can help you.

 $ Do you have a bitter or hardened heart against 
those who have hurt you? Look back at Colossians 
3:12–13 and notice the clothes that identify a Christ- 
follower. How does forgiveness fit with this picture?
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 $ Do you regularly experience bouts of anger or use 
your words for gossip and slander? Read Luke 6:43–
45. What kind of words identify a person who loves 
God?

 $ Do you find yourself passionately pursuing worldly 
things? Meditate on James 3:17–18 and Colossians 
3:2. What pursuits— what the Bible calls “the things 
above”— identify authentic followers of Jesus?

POINTS TO PONDER AS YOU PROGRESS

God created your identity. Don’t 

allow the world to change it.

_Copeland_NoTurningBack_LS_wo.indd   39_Copeland_NoTurningBack_LS_wo.indd   39 11/10/21   2:27 PM11/10/21   2:27 PM

Rashawn Copeland, No Turning Back 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.


	9781540900128
	Copeland_NoTurningBack_LS_wo



