God, I Have a Question #4

“Will I Fulfill Your Purpose?”

Psalm 138:8

“It’s not about you.”

Those words open the best-selling Christian book ever written, second to the Bible itself: Rick Warren’s The Purpose-Driven Life.
 Now I realize that some Christians are immediately turned off by the very mention of this book or the author’s name. I will be the first to admit that we cannot determine the quality of a book by the number of copies it sells. I also admit that I do not personally agree with everything Rick Warren has said, done, or written. (Then again, I can say the same thing about myself!) But this book is excellent, whether you have followed Christ twenty years or twenty minutes. I recommend this book to every believer, and it may not be a bad idea to read it periodically, perhaps once a year.

(And for those who still don’t like Rick Warren or his book, I ask that you weigh what is said by this standard: Is it true? As I was reminded in listening to Warren Wiersbe this past week, “All truth is God’s truth,” regardless of the source.
 If God can speak truth through Balaam’s donkey, He can use anybody!)

The reason I mention it today is that it addresses a question many followers of Jesus Christ ask at one time or another, and is one of the questions submitted for this series of messages entitled, “God, I Have a Question.” The question is this: “God, will I fulfill your purpose for my life?” Haven’t we all asked that at one time or another? If you haven’t, you should!

As we approach this subject, perhaps the first question to consider is, “Is there a purpose for my life at all?” Turning to God’s Word, we can confidently answer, “Yes!” There are more references to God’s purpose for our lives than I can list this morning, though we will look at several. In our Scripture reading this morning we heard in Psalm 138:8, “The Lord will fulfill [his purpose] for me…” This thought is echoed in Psalm 57:2, “I cry out to God Most High, to God, who fulfills [his purpose] for me.” On your own time, read through Psalm 139, where God’s purpose and activity is seen from before the beginning to beyond the end of each of our lives. 


But it is important to note that it is God’s purpose for our lives that is paramount. As Warren writes, 

The purpose of your life is far greater than your own personal fulfillment, your peace of mind, or even your happiness. It’s far greater than your family, your career, or even your wildest dreams and ambitions. If you want to know why you were placed on this planet, you must begin with God. You were born by his purpose and for his purpose.

The Character of God’s Purpose


Let’s begin by considering the character of God’s purpose. What can we know about God’s purpose for our lives?


First, God’s purpose is clear. God does not play games with His purpose for our lives. We do not stumble around in the dark as God says, “You’re getting warmer…” His purpose is knowable.


While this might seem obvious to the point of being intellectually insulting, the fact that one can know his or her purpose for living is quite significant. There are only two ways we can discover the purpose of our life. One is speculation. This is what most people do: they conjecture, they guess, they theorize. For thousands of years, brilliant philosophers have discussed and speculated about the meaning of life. Philosophy is an important subject and has its uses, but when it comes to determining the purpose of life, even the wisest philosophers are just guessing. 

Dr. Hugh Moorhead, a philosophy professor at Northeastern Illinois University, once wrote to 250 of the best-known philosophers, scientists, writers, and intellectuals in the world, asking them, “What is the meaning of life?” He then published their responses in a book. Some offered their best guesses, some admitted that they just made up a purpose for life, and others were honest enough to say they were clueless. In fact, a number of famous intellectuals asked Professor Moorhead to write back and tell them if he discovered the purpose of life!

Fortunately, there is an alternative to speculation about the meaning and purpose of life. It’s revelation. We can turn to what God has revealed about life in his Word. The easiest way to discover the purpose of an invention is to ask the creator of it. The same is true for discovering your life’s purpose: Ask God. 

Two passages from Isaiah shed light on the character of God’s purpose:

The Lord Almighty has sworn, “Surely, as I have planned, so it will be, and as I have purposed, so it will stand…” This is the plan determined for the whole world; this is the hand stretched out over all nations. For the Lord Almighty has purposed, and who can thwart him? His hand is stretched out, and who can turn it back? [Isaiah 14:24-27]

I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please. From the east I summon a bird of prey; from a far-off land, a man to fulfill my purpose. What I have said, that will I bring about; what I have planned, that will I do [Isaiah 46:10-11]. 

Clearly God does have a purpose and plan for all His creation, including each individual who has ever lived or who ever will live. God reveals His purposes so you will know what He plans to do. God speaks with a purpose in mind.

Secondly, God’s purpose is constructive. Many Christians cling to the wonderful promise found in Jeremiah 29:11, “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’” Not only can we know without a doubt that God has a purpose for our lives, but we can know that God’s purpose is for our good.

You may know Romans 8:28 by heart, but are you as familiar with the verses that follow? Listen to the whole paragraph:

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified [Rom. 8:28-30].

Why is verse 28 so familiar and the following verses often ignored? We love the promise of verse 28, but verses 29-30 have big, bad theological terms like “foreknew” and “predestined,” and most Christians don’t know what they mean—and they don’t want to know!


Notice, however, that our word for the day appears at the end of verse 28: “who have been called according to his purpose.” What is that purpose? Read on: “to be conformed to the likeness of his Son.” God wants us to become like Jesus. That is His purpose for every one of His children!


Ephesians 1:11-12 uses similar wording about God’s purpose:

In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory.


There they are again: “chosen”, “predestined”, “conformity”, and “purpose.” And note that God “works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.” His purpose is not some cosmic wish list of things He hopes will happen. No, God is sovereign and is actively working out His will, bringing it to pass.


Once again I think Warren says it well:

You are not an accident. Your birth was no mistake or mishap, and your life is no fluke of nature. Your parents may not have planned you, but God did. He was not at all surprised by your birth. In fact, he expected it. Long before you were conceived by your parents, you were conceived in the mind of God. He thought of you first. It is not fate, nor chance, nor luck, nor coincidence that you are breathing at this very moment. You are alive because God wanted to create you!

As Paul writes in Philippians 2:13, “It is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.” God has a purpose. It is clearly revealed in His Word, and it is being worked out in our world. And it is a good purpose—the best we could ever imagine!

The Connection with God’s Purpose


But does this mean that we have no say in what happens in our lives? Does God simply perform His will, using us like puppets? No, God has allowed us to cooperate in His plan. In this we see the connection with God’s purpose. While God is not dependent upon anybody to accomplish His will, in His sovereignty He decided to use mankind in the carrying out of His plan.


For centuries, a theological debate has raged between predestination (sometimes referred to as “election”) and free will. Does God make the choice, or does man? I recall writing a paper in college on the subject entitled, “Who Votes In This Election?” Both Calvinists and Armenians have a list of Scriptures that support their view.


Who’s right and who’s wrong in this argument? They both are! The Bible teaches both God’s sovereignty and man’s ability to choose, rather than either/or. (That is why both sides of the argument have so many Scriptural supports!) 


Turn with me to the book of Judges, chapter seven. Many of you may be familiar with the story of Gideon, though perhaps not this particular incident. In Judges 7:2-7 Gideon is about the lead the Israelites against the Midianites. Here we read,

The Lord said to Gideon, “You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into their hands. In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her, announce now to the people, ‘Anyone who trembles with fear may turn back and leave Mount Gilead.’“ So twenty-two thousand men left, while ten thousand remained. 

But the Lord said to Gideon, “There are still too many men. Take them down to the water, and I will sift them for you there. If I say, ‘This one shall go with you,’ he shall go; but if I say, ‘This one shall not go with you,’ he shall not go.” 

So Gideon took the men down to the water. There the Lord told him, “Separate those who lap the water with their tongues like a dog from those who kneel down to drink.” Three hundred men lapped with their hands to their mouths. All the rest got down on their knees to drink. 

The Lord said to Gideon, “With the three hundred men that lapped I will save you and give the Midianites into your hands. Let all the other men go, each to his own place.”

Let’s consider four simple questions from this text:

· What was God’s purpose? To show His strength in delivering the Israelites.

· What was God’s plan? To win the victory with a vastly outnumbered army.

· Who chose which soldiers were to fight with Gideon? God.

· On what was God’s choice based? The men’s choice in how they drank water.

Do you see the cooperation with God’s purpose? God chose 300 men to fight with Gideon—that was His “election”—based on the choice those men made—“free will.” God did not force the men to drink a certain way, but He chose the men who made the right choice. He didn’t need them, but He sovereignly allowed them to participate.


It has been suggested by some that we should imagine what we would want people to say at our funeral, then live accordingly. Of course, what other people think or say about us at the end of our life on earth is not nearly as important as what God thinks of us. But what would you like to be engraved on your tombstone?


How about this epitaph of King David, spoken by the apostle Paul in Acts 13:36, “For when David had served God’s purpose in his own generation, he fell asleep…” In other words, David fulfilled God’s purpose in his lifetime, then he died. Wow! What a statement! Wouldn’t we love to substitute our name for David’s in that sentence?


Chuck Swindoll writes,

Every individual has a purpose for living—every one of us. Not many have as great a purpose as David, but no one God brings to life on this earth is insignificant. The tragedy of all tragedies is that we should live and die having never found that purpose, that special, God-ordained reason for serving our generation. You have, like no other person on this planet, particular contributions that you are to make to this generation. They may not be as great as your dreams, or they might be far beyond your expecta​tions; but whatever they are, you are to find them and carry them out. Then, when your twilight years come and your life is ended, you can be satisfied that you have served God’s purpose with your life.


“Now wait just a minute!” I can hear someone say. “David made some horrible decisions in his life! He sinned as much as anybody in the Bible. How can you say that he fulfilled God’s purpose in his life?”


That is true; David failed miserably during his life. And those choices brought consequences—terrible consequences. He lost the child born to Bathsheba as a result of their affair. His family became a disaster zone, with brothers plotting against and killing each other. One brother raped his half-sister, and her brother murdered the half-brother. That same brother later tried to take the throne away from his father, and was nearly successful before he lost his own life. Yet God fulfilled His purpose through David—in spite of those horrible choices! God’s choice for David’s successor was Solomon, the son of Bathsheba. Did God want David to commit adultery with Bathsheba and murder her husband to cover it up? Of course not! Did God know David would do those things? Of course He did! Did God work out His purpose through David anyway? Yes, He did!


Our choices have consequences. While it is true that there is no sin (or no amount of sin) that cannot be cleansed by the blood of Christ, it is also true that choices bring consequences. God says in Numbers 32:23, “You may be sure that your sin will find you out.” Paul later writes in Galatians 6:7-8, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” 

The Certainty of God’s Purpose


But this leads us to the final point: the certainty of God’s purpose. Put bluntly, God is not bound by our choices. Proverbs 19:21 declares, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.”  Man cannot intentionally or unintentionally prevent God’s purpose from taking place. It simply cannot happen!


This does not mean that God is pleased with everything that takes place. Twice in Ezekiel He says, “I take no delight in the death of the wicked” (18:32; 33:11), and in Isaiah 65:12 He declares, “I do not delight in evil.” He hates all expressions of wickedness and pride (Prov. 6:16-19). In 2 Peter 3:9 we read that He is not willing that any should perish, but Scripture clearly teaches that many will, in fact, suffer eternal death in Hell. As John MacArthur concludes,  

Since none of those things can occur apart from the decree of a sovereign God, we must conclude that there is a sense in which His decrees do not always reflect His desires; His purposes are not necessarily accomplished in accord with His preferences.


Some like to use phrases like “God’s perfect will” as opposed to “God’s permissive will,” but I don’t think this is accurate. Everything that takes place is part of God’s perfect will—how can anything of God’s be less than perfect? We may not think certain aspects of His purpose are perfect, but He does…and that’s all that matters!


The bottom line is simply this: God’s purpose will happen! Nothing (or no one) in the world can prevent God’s purpose from prevailing. Psalm 33:11 states, “But the plans of the Lord stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through all generations.”  There is a certainty to God’s purpose that cannot be denied. As Swindoll writes,

God’s purpose can’t be blocked, restrained, or stopped. God’s intentions can neither be altered nor disrupted. What He purposes will transpire without delay, without hindrance, and without fail. Every​thing that happens on this earth falls within the framework of exactly what God has purposed. Yes, exactly. None of what occurs is a last-minute, stop​gap response, therefore He is never surprised. Whatever occurs is unfold​ing precisely as He has planned it in His omniscience. With Him, things that occur on earth are never out of control.


I’d like to conclude this message with an Old Testament account familiar to many that demonstrates the character, cooperation, and certainty of God’s purpose. The story of Esther is filled with drama and suspense, reaching a climax in the fourth chapter. Esther, a Jewish woman living in the Persian Empire, is chosen to be queen. Her husband’s chief advisor, Haman, has devised a plot to exterminate the Jews from Persia, and convinced the king to sign the plan into law. Esther’s uncle Mordecai hears of the plot and begs the queen to intercede to the king on behalf of her people. Esther reminds him that no one—not even the queen—can approach the king without invitation, and she had not been invited by the king for over a month. Mordecai replies in Esther 4:13-14, 

“Do not think that because you are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?”

The character of God’s purpose is the rescue of His people from the evil plans of the enemy. Throughout Scripture this is a consistent theme. Christianity is, indeed, a rescue religion, and as mentioned earlier, God is not willing that any should perish.

The cooperation with God’s purpose is seen in that Esther must take action. While God could unilaterally destroy the enemy and save His people, He chooses (in His perfect plan) to use humans to accomplish His purpose. Yet He does not force them to cooperate; they are invited. Esther is permitted to choose whether or not to participate in God’s purpose.

Nevertheless, the certainty of God’s purpose does not hinge on Esther’s choice. Notice the words, “relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place.” Mordecai is convinced that God will rescue His people, one way or another. The question is not whether God’s purpose will be accomplished, but whether Esther and her family will be included in the rescue. Her choice would have consequences—literally life or death in this case—but her choice will not prevent God’s purpose from happening. Wiersbe sums it up well:

When God isn’t permitted to rule in our lives, He overrules and works out His will in spite of our decisions. Of course, we’re the losers for rebelling against Him; but God will accomplish His purposes either with us or in spite of us.
 


So, to answer the initial question, “God, will I fulfill Your purpose?” the answer is twofold. Will God fulfill His purpose? Absolutely! Nothing can prevent God’s purpose from being accomplished. Will I fulfill God’s purpose? That’s entirely up to each one of us. God wants to work through us to fulfill His plan, but He is not bound by our choices. 


We end every worship service by praying the Lord’s prayer. When we pray, “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” we can know with certainty that it will be done. But, as Abraham Lincoln told his cabinet during the Civil War, “The question is not whether the Lord is on our side. The question is, Are we on the Lord’s side?”
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