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Discovering Our Purpose This Easter

April 16th, 2005

Last week on Psalm Sunday we looked at just who it was that Jesus claimed to be.  It’s a question that people have been asking for two thousand years… and it’s a question whose answer has raised more eyebrows than perhaps any other question in history.

· In fact, with over forty million people having read Dan Brown’s DaVinci Code, and with all the headlines made over the past two weeks regarding the “Gospel of Judas,” that question has taken on a whole other dimension.

· It seems that any book that promises to reveal secrets about Jesus… secrets long suppressed by the church… secrets that set out to debunk traditional views of Jesus, seem to have an instant audience in our culture today.

· Throw in a conspiracy theory along with an anti-establishment approach, and they’ve got you!

One book, much like the DaVinci code, is called Holy Blood, Holy Grail.  Listen to how the folks at Amazon.com describe the contents:

· “The authors of Holy Blood, Holy Grail assert that their explorations into early history ultimately reveal that Jesus may not have died on the cross, but lived to marry and father children whose bloodline continues today.  The author’s point here is not to compromise or to demean Jesus, but to offer another, more complete perspective of Jesus as God’s incarnation in man…”

· What they’re asserting is that there is this “new wisdom” that can shed light on who Jesus really is… as opposed to what Jesus claimed to be in the Gospels.

One of the characters in the DaVinci Code is a woman named Sophie Nevue, an expert in determining the meaning of these ancient texts.  

· Do you know what her name actually means?  It means, “new wisdom”.
· Well, in just a few weeks I’m going to starting a series on the DaVinci code that is going to look in depth at all this “new wisdom.”  

· I’m not going to be critical of the book… truth is, it is a compelling, very well written story.  Instead, I’m going to use the book, and the movie (due to come out next month) as a springboard to discuss important issues relating to our faith.

But even if you say “yes!” to whom Jesus claims to be in the New Testament… even if you say “yes” to His being God “incarnate”… even if you say yes to the resurrection… then the next question is, “so what?” What difference does it make in my life?  

· In 1 Peter 1:3-4, Peter writes, “Because Jesus was raised from the dead, we've been given a brand-new life and have everything to live for, including a future in heaven; and the future starts now!” (Message)
· What he’s saying here is that because Jesus was raised from the dead we’ve been given not only a brand-new inheritance... a new life... and a new hope... but an invitation to live in the purposes for which we were created.

· You know, the greatest tragedy in life is not death.  It’s going through your entire life without ever knowing what your ultimate purpose for life is… without ever knowing what you’re here for or why you’ve been brought into this world.  

For some, it’s about living the “good life.” But honestly... I’m not sure the good life is good enough.  Looking good, feeling good, and having the goods will only get you so far.  Ultimately, it’s not enough to make you happy.  If it were, Hollywood would be the happiest place in the world.  But it’s not.  

· In fact its divorce rate is higher than anywhere else in the world.  It takes more than money. It takes more than having a fantasy-like Hollywood relationship... It takes meaning for your life to have significance...  

· And so we set out to find meaning and purpose for our lives... thinking that if we just get more possessions then that will add meaning to my life.  But there’s always more to get.  

· Or, if I accomplish certain things then my life will have meaning. But there’s always more to accomplish.  

· So we search for meaning through all kinds of things – through hobbies or sports or travel, through relationships, through sex, through work...  

· I think we’ve probably all discovered to one degree or another that the satisfaction any one of these things can bring is temporal at best. You need something that gives you constant meaning, eternal meaning.  

So, where do you discover that?  It makes sense to me to just go to the source.  If my lawn mower is broken, I’m not going to Dr. Phil an Oprah; I’m going to Briggs and Stratton.

· The Bible says that “Christ gives meaning to your life.”  You were made by God.  You didn’t make yourself.  God made you... He made you for a purpose.

· And until you understand you were made by God and for God, life’s not going to make sense.  And until you understand the purpose He put you on earth for, you can’t step up from the proverbial “good life” to the best life.  

· The Bible says “Because Jesus was raised from the dead [that’s what Easter is all about] we’ve been given a brand new life.”
· But the Bible goes beyond just pointing this out... it explains what that new life is all about... it answers the fundamental questions of life:

· The question of existence – Why am I alive?  

· The question of significance – Does my life matter?  

· And the question of intention – What is my purpose?  

· These are some of the most important questions we could ever ask.

They’re not new questions.  In fact, this first question, the question of existence – Why am I alive?  - was asked by a guy named Jeremiah thousands of years ago.  

· In Jeremiah 20 he said, “Why was I born?  Was it only to have trouble and sorrow and to end my life in disgrace?”  
· I’m sure you’ve had days like this when you go, “Why am I alive?  My life is a mess!  All I have is problems, difficulties, trials, tribulations.  Is this what I’m here on earth for?  Just to have problems?”  
· This question can be very frustrating – Why am I alive?  
· One author wrote, “My life has a superb cast.  I just can’t figure out the plot!”  Someone else wrote, “I hope life isn’t a joke because I don’t get it!’  

· And without looking to the One who created us... who loves us... then where can you go to “get it”? 
This first option is what I call the Mystical Approach.  You can find this in a lot of New Age books and seminars.  You can certainly find it in talk shows.  
· The mystical approach to defining the purpose of life basically asks you to “Look within”... that through introspection, you can find the purpose of your life. 
· Sounds spiritual... but it doesn’t work because the answer is not contained within.  
Some time ago, Oprah did a show focusing on our purpose in life... Discovering why we’re here.  They talked for fifteen minutes saying, Look within... But they never tell me my purpose.  
· Then at every station break they’d tease me and say, “Don’t go away.  When you come back we’re going to discover what your purpose in life is.” 
· Every time I’d come back after the station break and they still wouldn’t tell me!  Finally they get to the end of the hour long show and they still hadn’t talked about what is the purpose and meaning of life.  
· And Oprah kind of leans behind the rolling credits and says, “Remember!  You’ve got to figure it out by yourself.”  That was helpful!
· You see, the mystical approach assumes that because we’re the ultimate “being” that the answers must therefore lie within.  But is there someone else who created us? Who knows with far greater clarity why we’ve been put here?
The second kind of approach people take toward discovering their purpose is called the Self Help approach.  You can go into any Borders or Barns and Noble and find countless books that talk about discovering your purpose in life.  
· They all say the same thing... that you’ve got to take the bull by the horns and determine for yourself what your purpose is. 
· Each of these books will challenge you to then pursue your dreams at any cost... to go aim high, set clear goals, manage your time, be disciplined, believe you can achieve, to never, never give up.  
· All of those suggestions may be good advice for becoming successful.  But you can be a raving success in life but still never know why God put you on earth, still never know your purpose.  
There are countless people who are wonderful successes in their career and other areas and haven’t the foggiest idea what their purpose in life is.  
· Because the purpose in life is not just acquiring possessions and prestige and power and pleasure.  
· Your purpose is far bigger than that.  The purpose of your life is far greater than your personal fulfillment.  The purpose of your life is far greater than your own happiness... your own peace of mind and success.  
· We’ve got to be here for more than that.  
So then you can try the philosophical approach.  Dr. Hugh Morehead, a philosophy professor at Northeastern Illinois University once wrote to 250 of the best known philosophers and scientists and writers and intellectuals of the 20th century.  
· He asked them one question, “What is the purpose of life?”  He then published their answers in a book.  It was quite depressing because not one of those 250 philosophers knew the meaning and purpose of life.  
· Many of them just offered best guesses and admitted they were guesses.  
· In fact, a number of these intellectuals wrote to Dr. Morehead and said, “If you figure out what the purpose of life is please tell me.”  

Carl Jung a famous psychiatrist wrote back to Dr. Morehead, “I don’t know the meaning and purpose of life but it looks as if something were meant by it.”  That’s helpful, Carl!
· Isaac Asimov, the famous science fiction writer, wrote, “As far as I can see there is no purpose to life.”  
· Arthur Clark who wrote 2001 Space Odyssey said, “I’m afraid I have no concrete ideas of the purpose of life.”  
· Joseph Heller, author of Catch-22, wrote, “I have no answers to the meaning of life and I no longer want to search for any.”  
That’s a tragic statement because what we’re beginning to see here is that a life without purpose is pointless... its like sitting in a raft in the middle of the ocean.  
· Without God, we’ll never understand our purpose in life.  And, with God being seen as more and more remote to the average person in our culture, is it any surprise that the suicide rate is skyrocketing?
· Proverbs 16:4 says, “The Lord has made everything for His own purpose.”  God has never made anything without a purpose.  He doesn’t just make stuff for no reason.  
· But God made you for His purpose.  Not for your purpose, not for your pleasure, not for your goals and ambitions and dreams.  
So that brings us back to our three core questions: Why am I alive?  Does my life matter? And lastly, “What is my purpose?”

1. Why am I alive? 

In Ephesians 1:4-5, Paul wrote, “Long ago, even before He made the world, God loved us and chose us in Christ to be holy and without fault in his eyes.  His unchanging plan has always been to adopt us into his own family be bringing us to himself through Jesus Christ.  And this gave Him great pleasure.”  NLT
· In the Message translation, we read that “Long before He laid down the earth’s foundations He had us in mind.”  Before God thought of the universe He thought of you by name... and loved you. 

· What Paul is saying here is that we were created to be loved by God... to be the object of his unfailing love.

· Not because He needed you... not because He was lonely... but because of His immeasurable love and His Father’s Heart, we were seen by Him as the crown-jewel of His creation... created ultimately to live with Him in intimacy.

I shared those words from Jeremiah 20, where, as a young man, Jeremiah cries out to God saying “Why was I born?  Was it only to have trouble and sorrow and to end my life in disgrace?”

· What was God’s response?  In Jeremiah 30 He said, “I have loved you with an everlasting love.”
· Why am I alive? The answer to that begins with this simple truth... that you and I were created to be the object of God’s unfailing love... to walk forever in intimate friendship with God.
2.  The second greatest question of life is the question of significance – Do I matter?  Does my life matter?  

Maybe God did create me in order to walk in intimacy with Him... but does my life matter?  Isaiah asked this question in Isaiah 49.  He said, “My work all seems so useless.  I have spent my strength for nothing and for no purpose at all.”  

· Without a purpose, life seems trivial, life seems petty and pointless.  You were made for meaning.

· In World War II there were some prisoners in a Nazi concentration camp in Hungary.  They worked in a factory that processed human sewage.  

· One day the Allies came along and blew up that factory which left the prisoners with nothing to do.  So the guards had the prisoners take the rubble of that factory and move it to a nearby field just for work.  

The next day they reversed it and had them take the rubble and move it back to the original site.  The very next day they reversed it and had them take the rubble and move it back to the next site.  

· They did this over and over and over.  No meaning… No purpose… Just work without meaning.  An amazing thing began to happen.  The prisoners began to go crazy.  They lost hope and many lost their minds.  

· They began to throw themselves in front of the guards in order to be shot, committing suicide because death was more preferable than living life without meaning.

· You have to have meaning and purpose in your life to have hope and you have to have hope in order to live a truly meaningful life.

· Nietzsche once wrote that, “He who has a ‘why’ to life for can bear almost any ‘how’.”
· Every one of us here lives life at one of three levels.  

At the most basic level is what I call the Survival Level.  Most people live at this level.  They’re just in survival mode.  They’re just getting by... somewhat numb from the overload of life. 

· The next step up is the Success Level.  By the world’s standards you’re fairly successful... you have a comfortable living, a comfortable home... you enjoy some prestige, possess a lot of the new toys technology has to offer...

· And yet, you still can’t help asking, “If I’m so successful why am I still feeling so unfulfilled?”  

· The answer to that is because it takes more than success to satisfy.  And it takes more than status to satisfy.  And it takes more than prestige and pleasures and possessions to satisfy.  

· You need something deeper in your life to satisfy you.  That’s the third level.

· You need significance.  This is where we begin to find meaning and purpose.

· How do you find significance in your life?  There’s only three ways.

· Know the meaning of life.  

· You know how much you matter to God.  

· You live out God’s purposes of your life.  

How much do you matter to God?  Do you matter to God at all?  Isaiah 44:2 “I am your creator.  You were in My care even before you were born.”  That’s how much you matter to God.  

· When your mother was still carrying you in her womb God cared about you.  God cared about you because He planned you.  You are not an accident.  There are accidental parents but there are no accidental births.

· In fact, before the foundation of the world, He already knew you by name... and loved you.

· The Bible says this, “You [God] scheduled each day of my life before I began to breathe.  Every day was recorded in Your book.”  Every single day.  That’s how much you matter to God.  

· God is interested in every detail of your life.  He’s seen it all – the good, the bad, and the ugly.  He knows some ugly stuff about you that you don’t even know about yourself... and still, He loves you.  

· There’s nothing He can discover about you that will one day change His mind.  He loves you... you matter to Him... you matter enough to Him that He sent His only Son into the world to redeem you back to Himself.

3.  That brings up the third question in life.  It’s the question of intention.  What is my purpose?  

Maybe God does love me unconditionally... maybe I really do matter to Him.  But still, “How do I know what my purpose is for my life?”  
· David asked this question in Psalm 89, “Why did You create us? For nothing?”  Why am I here?”

· And yet, David’s desperation was grounded by His understanding of God’s unfailing love for him. In fact, he specifically speaks of God’s unfailing love four times in this chapter alone.
· Bertrand Russell was one of the greatest philosophers of the 20th century.  Even though he was an atheist, he said that, “Unless you assume the existence of a God the question of the meaning and purpose of life is irrelevant.”  

· In spite of his atheism, he still recognized that the only way life can have meaning and purpose is if there is a God.  

Years ago I read about what seemed like a very depressing trend in Europe... how more and more Europeans are planning to be buried in unmarked graves without any religious ceremony whatsoever.

· The numbers in northern Germany are about 30%.  In Copenhagen, Denmark, the numbers are 90%... 90% of the people in that country have decided to be buried in unmarked graces.

· When surveys try to get behind the reason for this, people say, “Well, our lives are meaningless... ultimately worthless.  I don’t really wish to be remembered after I am dead... what is the point?  Certainly there is no afterlife to worry about.” 

So, where do you to discover meaning for your life... to discover God’s purpose for you?  

· You’re not going to discover your purpose reading palms or tealeaves or astrology.  You’re not going to discover your purpose reading philosophers because they’re just guessing.  They’re just speculating.  

· The Survivor says “I believe the purpose of life is to keep the species alive – just try to stay alive.”  Is that the purpose of life?  

· The Naturalist says, “The purpose of life is to perpetuate itself.”  You’re just a biological function.  Doesn’t that motivate you to jump out of bed in the morning!  

· The Hedonist says “The purpose of life is to have pleasure – have fun, party.”  But a lot of life isn’t fun.  

· The Materialist says “Life is about the acquisition of things – get all you can.”  Your life is measured by the things you own.  They confuse self worth and net worth.  The who dies with the most toys, still dies.  

You’re not going to find the answer to the purpose of life anywhere but one of two places – one, talk to the creator, and two, read the owner’s manual.  

· Colossians 1:16 (the Message paraphrase) “For everything – absolutely everything – above and below, visible and invisible, everything got started in Him and finds its purpose in Him.”  

· It all starts with God.  It’s all sustained by God.  Someday the world is going to end with God and it’s going to go on in eternity with God.  It’s all about God.  

· If you want to know your purpose you’ve got to know God.  Proverbs 9:10 “Knowing God results in every other kind of understanding.”  The more you know God, the more you’re going to understand the meaning and purpose of your life.

· Let me share an illustration I used before when speaking about this…  

Consider a hammer. It's designed to hit nails. That's what it was created to do. Now imagine that the hammer never gets used. It just sits in the toolbox. The hammer doesn't care. 

· But now imagine that same hammer with a soul, a self-consciousness. Days and days go by with him remaining in the toolbox. He feels funny inside, but he's not sure exactly why. Something is missing, but he doesn't know what it is.
·  Then one day someone pulls him out of the toolbox and uses him to break some branches for the fireplace. The hammer is exhilarated. Being held, being wielded, hitting the branches--the hammer loves it. 
· At the end of the day, though, he is still unfulfilled. Hitting the branches was fun, but it wasn't enough. Something is still missing. 
In the days that follow, he's used often. He reshapes a hubcap, blasts through some sheet rock, knocks a table leg back into place. Still, he's left unfulfilled. 
· So he longs for more action. He wants to be used as much as possible to knock things around, to break things, to blast things, to dent things. He figures that he just hasn't had enough of these events to satisfy him. 
· More of the same, he believes, is the solution to his lack of fulfillment. 
· Then one day someone uses him on a nail. Suddenly, the lights come on in his hammer soul. He now understands what he was truly designed for. He was meant to hit nails. All the other things he hit pale in comparison. 
· Now he knows what his hammer soul was searching for all along. 
We are created in God's image for relationship with him. Being in that relationship is the only thing that will ultimately satisfy our souls. Until we come to know God, we've had many wonderful experiences, but we haven't hit a nail. 
· We've been used for some noble purposes, but not the one we were ultimately designed for, not the one through which we will find the most fulfillment. 
· Augustine summarized it this way: "You [God] have made us for yourself and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in Thee." 
· A relationship with God is the only thing that will quench our soul's longing. Jesus Christ said, "I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty." 
· Until we come to know God, we are hungry and thirsty in life. We try to "eat" and "drink" all kinds of things to satisfy our hunger and thirst, but yet they remain. 

