February 28 & 29, 2004

Luke 24:1-12

“What on Earth Am I Here For?”


Our lives form some sort of pattern whether or not we consciously arrange it. I have dear friends whose lives center on material possessions. They scour the stock market pages each day, maintain houses in several states and buy new luxury cars every year. I have other friends who work at minimum-wage jobs in deliberate rebellion against parents who pressed them relentlessly to achieve. I have friends who boast about their seventy to eighty hour work weeks and others who boast about sleeping till noon each day. Some women I know spend hours daily keeping fit and making themselves beautiful; others have greasy hair, wear no make-up and disdain standards of beauty. I know a wine connoisseur who stores ten thousand bottles of vintage wine in humidity controlled coolers; and I know an alcoholic who can’t keep a single unopened bottle in his house.


These life patterns grow out of natural desires and longings. Our bodies desire food, drink, stimulation, pleasure and sex. At another level, we long for beauty, love, security, worth, meaning and belonging. Everyone has such longings and how we respond to them depends largely on what we believe about why we are here.


No society in history has attempted to live without belief in the sacred, not until the modern west. Such a leap and an attitude has consequences that we are only beginning to recognize. We live in a state of confusion about the big questions that have always engaged the human race. Questions of meaning, purpose and morality. Phillip Yancey speaks about a friend who used to ask himself the question, “What would an atheist do?” in deliberate mockery of the What Would Jesus DO (WWJD) slogan. The friend finally stopped asking because he found no reliable answers. And so we ask, “What on Earth Am I Here For?”


Eliminating the sacred changes the story of our lives. In times of greater or rather more wide spread faith, people saw themselves as individual creations of a loving God who, regardless of how it may look at any given moment, has final control over a world destined for restoration. Now, those with no faith find themselves lost and alone, with no overarching story line to give promise of a future and meaning to the present. Now we are born, play, work, accumulate possessions, relate to one another and die with no consolation that what we do matters ultimately or has any meaning beyond what we assign it. We ask the question, “What on Earth Am I Here For?” but we have no framework to answer it short of the framework of faith. Rick Warren reports in the very first chapter of the book, “Forty Days of Purpose” that all of this, all that we see, all that we know, is not about you. You may be the center of your universe but it is a little universe indeed.


Einstein remarked that the modern age has perfect means but confused ends. In other words we have a mode of transportation to get us there but we don’t have a clue as to where there is. If I don’t know what on earth I am here for there is no way to describe, comprehend or chart a direction to where we need to go. Physicists have reduced matter to subatomic particles and software engineers have reduced most of what we know about the world to bits of information and we conclude that we know how things work, but not why.


We seem bewildered, actually, about any answers to the great questions. And, about why anyone makes any given choice to accept or reject the answers of a pre-modern theology or belief system. It seems we can’t understand any choice…whether to love our kids or beat them, whether to study for a test or binge drink. Why do we act the way we do, make the choices we do, “What on Earth Am I Here For?”        


The new science of evolutionary psychology has arisen to assert that we act out the script of our DNA and we are here on this earth as a chance alignment of that DNA. They teach that only by chance that DNA allowed man (generic not gender) to rise above all other animal life on this planet and progress intellectually to the point where we are even to contemplate the question, “What on Earth Am I Here For?”  Vaclav Havel, the former president of the Czech Republic, a survivor of a communist culture that earnestly tried to live without God, stated the problem of the clash of two world views. The one that says we are accidents, chance occurrences and the second which celebrates the created world as an expression of a Person, a masterpiece of artistic creation worthy of praise. Havel said, “I believe that with the loss of God, man has lost an absolute and universal system of coordinates, to which he can always relate everything. (Without those coordinates)…his world and personality gradually begin to break up into separate, incoherent fragments corresponding to different, relative coordinates. Society needs a moral tether, a system of coordinates.” Feyodor Dostoyevski, the Russian novelist, said these words, “If men are deprived of the infinitely great they will not go on living and die of despair. The Infinite and the Eternal are as essential for man as the little planet on which he dwells.” Jewish scholar Simon Weil adds, “One has only the choice between God and idolatry.” Essentially, God or everything else.


When you examine the answer to the question, “What on Earth Am I Here For?”  you are left with God or everything else. Wanting to know the answer to this question is a natural desire. Far too often the church has given the impression of opposing natural desires. The church has divided this world into the natural and the supernatural. Somehow equating God with the supernatural and everything else with the natural world. If you learned anything in our treatment of God in our last series you must know that God is everywhere, knows everything and has the power to do anything which power can do. The ordinary world contains the supernatural, a necessary step since we do not have the capacity to see, know and apprehend God directly. Natural desire is not an enemy of the supernatural. In order to find the path of joy, I need to connect desire to its other worldly source. To find our answer we must seek a way to bring about a unity of the kingdom of Heaven, the supernatural and the natural world, the spiritual and the unspiritual. Our task is to decode or perhaps assemble a coherent answer of the pieces strewn about our world whose original design was shattered long ago. See, this vase is like our world. It is designed beautifully, it is beautiful in it’s completeness. The purpose of this vase is to hold other items of beauty. But when shattered into bits and those bits strewn about, the original purpose is one discerned only from assembling the pieces together and that is a fearful and laborious journey. In this series we will sift through the pieces of a long ago shattered creation. We will not do what the church has done for millennia, just use the pieces we feel most comfortable with. We will use them all. 


There are a few things we must remember, first, everything we know about the supernatural world comes filtered through the ordinary, natural world-which makes it easy for skeptics to dismiss or disbelieve. Secondly, a whole picture cannot be fully discerned by examining just part of the whole. I doubt the worldly explanations, there is just too much of the infinite floating around that awakens a spiritual intuition that is in part the answer to “What on Earth Am I Here For?”   and I also stumble over the seeming absurdity of flawed humanity such as I being able to express anything of the supernatural reality. 

This question really has three parts

· The question of existence-Why am I alive. 

· The question of significance- Does my life matter? 

· And third, The question of intention- What is my purpose in life? 

I am going to ask you to look at the first. The question of existence. Why am I alive?  You were made by God and you were made for God. And you were put here for His purposes and until we understand that, life will never make sense until we understand that truth. So what's the answer? Why are we alive? Why do we take up space on this planet? Look at the next verse in your outline. Proverbs 16:4 says, "The Lord has made everything for his own purpose." For his own purpose. God hasn't made anything that doesn't have a purpose. And God has five purposes for your life and during these 40 days we are going to dig into them deeply. Ephesians 1:4 in the translation entitled the Message states, "Long before he laid down earths foundations, he had us in mind, and settled on us as the focus of his love, to be made whole and holy by his love." What a wonderful verse. God made you to love you. You were created to be loved by God. That's one major reason that you are on this earth for. You were created to be loved by God. God is love. Love creates and God created you. He didn't need you. He wasn't lonely, but he wanted to love you. That's why you are here, to be loved by God.


The second key question. The question of significance. Does my life matter? Does my life matter? Isaiah says, "My work all seems so useless. I have spent my strength for nothing and for no purpose at all." This was said in one of his weaker moments, but if that is what anybody believes on a continuous basis, then life doesn't seem to matter at all. Years ago I read about a developing trend in Europe. It was kind of depressing. It seems like more and more Europeans are planning to be buried in unmarked graves without any religious ceremony or ritual. The numbers in northern Germany are about 30%. In Copenhagen, Denmark, the numbers are 90% of the people in that country have decided to be buried in unmarked graves. When surveys try to get behind the reason, people say, "Well, our lives are meaningless. Our lives are worthless. I don't really wish to be remembered after I am dead. What's the point? Certainly there is no afterlife to worry about." Those who think this remind me of King Philip of Spain. In the 15th century he had his countries coins stamped with this motto, "Ne Plus Ultra." The translation, "there is nothing beyond." Ne Plus Ultra. There is nothing beyond. Of course, he wasn't referring to the afterlife. But his motto applies to those who hold no hope. King Philip's motto referred to Spain's proud belief that a traveler could venture no farther than its western extreme. But of course, King Philip was wrong. We are sitting in the space of which he said there is nothing beyond. And those who believe that our lives don't matter are as in error as King Philip.


We read in Jeremiah, "I am your Creator. You were in my care even before you were born." Another, you were scheduled each day. "You... scheduled each day of my life before I even began to breathe. Every day was recorded in your book!" God paid so much attention to your life, before you took a breath, everyday was recorded in his book. Look at the next one. "His plans endure forever; his purposes last eternally." God says that you was made to last forever. God has extremely long-range plans for you. What a wonderful belief and truth. You know one of the biggest ways that we waste our life is by thinking that our lives don't matter. Just like the people in Copenhagen. Listen, the five purposes that we are going to explore over the next 40 days are not just for the rest of your time on earth, they are for forever. They are for the rest of your life here and forever. These purposes aren't just going to stop at death. God's purposes are eternal. Look at this next verse. 2nd Corinthians 5:1. "When this tent we live in- our body here on earth- is torn down, God will have a house in heaven for us to live in, a home he himself has made, which will last forever." He wants to keep you with himself for the rest of eternity.


The third question is the question of intention. What is my purpose? What is my purpose? Look at what the Psalmist wrote. He's talking to God and he says, "God why did you create us? Did you create us for nothing?" Bertrand Russel, one of the most famous philosophers of the 20th century and an Atheist said, "Unless you assume the existence of God, the question of life's meaning and purpose is irrelevant." If there is no God, if we are a freak chance of nature, if we are just complex pond scum, then guess what? Your life does not matter. But the resurrection of Jesus Christ in time-space history says otherwise. The changed lives of his confused followers say otherwise and point to the reality of God who provided a means of knowing him. An Atheist and a Christian were having a chat. The Atheist said to the Christian, "Give me one good reason why you believe Jesus rose again." "I will give you a reason", he said. "I just talked with Him this morning." You can know him personally.


Let's play a game. We are going to play a game. If you know Pampered Chef, don't answer. Okay? What is this? What is this? (Holds up an apple corer) No, no, no. You're the Pampered Chef people, don't answer. This is an apple peeler corer slicer. Take that apple and you stick it on the end here, you turn this crank and that's exactly what it does. The peel gets peeled off, it gets cored and sliced, boom. What would you do without this? I mean, how can any of you live without this? I don't understand it. Well, here is the other thing. If you don't know something's purpose, it's likely to be abused. You know, you could start to think of all kinds of things, what this should be used for. Okay? Do you want to know why there are so many abused people today? Because we don't know the purpose of life. And the only way we will know what some things are for is to ask the inventor, to ask the creator, to ask the person who knows or read the owner's manual to find out how it works.




Look at Proverbs 9:10. "Knowing God results in every other kind of understanding." I find my purpose by getting to know God. It all starts with God. Look at these next verses. They are so beautiful. "For everything, absolutely everything, above and below, visible and invisible... everything got started in him and finds its purpose in him." Look at Ephesians 1:11. "It is in Christ that we find out who we are and what we are living for... part of the overall purpose he is working out in everything and everyone." The more you get to know God, the more you will understand his ways and the wisdom and purpose of your life. At the end of 40 days, everybody who enters into this with a bit of enthusiasm will know God a lot better or a little better. I don’t know which it will be, but it will be up to you. You can work on pulling the pieces of your life together by accident or you can embark upon this journey and know what the author and finisher of faith and this life has to say about the whole. If you are seeking something, you will find it in this journey. If you are stumbling through life, you can find a meaningful direction in this journey. If you are already a strong believer, you will find yourself with more assurance and a greater sense of direction. Seeker, stumbler or serious believer you are on this earth to progress toward God. The pieces are before you, use them all. Let us pray
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