Why Am I Here? #1

“The Fourth Question”

Colossians 1:16


New Year’s Day means various things to different people. For some it is a time to celebrate and party, while for others it is a time to contemplate and plan. Some reflect back while others project ahead, making New Year’s resolutions they hope last longer than a week or so. Others become rather philosophical at the beginning of a new year.


I realize that the mere mention of philosophy turns off many listeners. You may agree with the one who defined philosophy as “a blind man in a dark room looking for a black cat that isn’t there.”
 Or you may be able to relate with the experience of my uncle who took a course on philosophy in college. The final exam was a single essay question: “Why?” He wrote several pages trying to address the single-word query, and I think he received a B- grade. Another student simply wrote, “Why not?” and got an A+.


Philosophy has not always had such a bad reputation, though. The ancient Greeks viewed philosophy as the highest of human attainments, and they built their whole society around it. Educated Greeks took their philosophy very seriously. There were at least four dozen distinct philosophical systems that competed with each other for influence and acceptance. Many of them were overtly religious, explaining human origin, morality, social relationships, and human destiny in terms of a pantheon of pagan gods. These Greek philosophies were very sophisticated and were the basis of all social, economic, political, and educational relations. Most if not all of them were totally at odds with the revealed truth of Scripture.
 For this reason, many Christians shy away from philosophy completely. 


I don’t think we have to toss out the baby with the bath water, so to speak, when it comes to philosophy. In fact, every one of us has a philosophy about life, whether we are consciously aware of it or not. And it shapes our values, goals, and ideals. These days it is called a worldview.

Philosophers usually focus on three basic questions: 

· Who am I?

· Where did I come from?

· Where am I going?


One question focus on the past (“Where did I come from?”), one on the present (“Who am I?”), and one on the future (“Where am I going?”). The answers to these basic questions can provide a person with a framework for their lives.


But I suggest there is a fourth question to be added to this group. It does not nicely fit into the past/present/future perspective of the first three, but rather transcends these categories and brings them all together. The question is this: “Why am I here?” 

Four simple words that lead to the most profound thought: Is there any purpose to my life? If there is such a purpose, how can I know it?

Let’s begin there. Assuming that there is an answer to the question, “Why am I here?” (for if there is no answer, then life has no meaning) how can we know it? There are really just two ways. The first is by speculation, meaning that we, as humans, try to figure it out for ourselves. We conjecture, we make theories, we guess. When people say, “I’ve always thought life is…,” they mean, “This is the best guess I can come up with.” This is the path most people take. For thousands of years, brilliant philosophers have discussed and speculated about the meaning of life.
 This was the approach of Solomon when he wrote the book of Ecclesiastes—he set out to find meaning to life “under the sun,” meaning with no regard to anything beyond the physical world (including God). 

When philosophy is mere speculation, it resembles that early definition of “a blind man in a dark room looking for a black cat that isn’t there.” Why is this true? Why is human speculation doomed to frustration and failure? Because we are looking in the wrong direction. We ask self-centered questions like What do I want to be? What should I do with my life? What are my goals, my ambitions, my dreams for my future? But focusing on ourselves will never reveal our life’s purpose. We didn’t create ourselves, so there is no way we can tell ourselves what we were created for! If we were handed an invention we had never seen before, we wouldn’t know its purpose, and the invention itself wouldn’t be able to tell us either. Only the creator or the owner’s manual could reveal its purpose.

Which leads us to the second alternative: revelation. God is the Creator, and as the Creator He determines the purpose of the creation. The Bible says, “It is God who directs the lives of his creatures; everyone’s life is in his power” [Job 12:10 tev].

Fortunately for us, God has not left us in the dark to wonder and guess. He has clearly revealed His purpose for our lives through the Bible. It is our Owner’s Manual, explaining who we are, where we came from, where we are going, and why we are here. It reveals what no self-help or secular philosophy book could possibly show.

 This morning we chart a course to discover the answers to these questions, particularly the fourth question. In doing so I want to briefly consider the first three, for they all help to shape the fourth. We won’t go into great detail, but we will consider the answers provided for us in the pages of Scripture.

Our Past Derivation


The first question to ask, then, is “Where did I come from?” This speaks to our past derivation, or beginning. This must be the first question considered not only chronologically, but logically, for the other questions find the root to their answers in this one.


The unbelieving world would have us think that the human race (along with the rest of the universe) originated by chance. Started by an accident and evolving through numerous adaptations, the human race has, in essence, stumbled through history to the point we find ourselves today. Unless something happens to end all existence as we know it (through natural or human means), the universe will continue on this pointless path.


For the Christian, such an answer to the question, “Where did I come from?” is completely unacceptable. We believe that the human race (along with the rest of the universe) originated by choice, namely, God’s choice. How do we know this? Two ways: observation and revelation.


Through observation we know that something (or Someone) had to be behind all that we see. To believe that our majestic world—let alone the vast universe—came about by accident requires more faith than believing that an intelligent being designed and created it! (And unbelievers accuse Christians of “blind faith”!) Paul writes in Romans 1:18-20,

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse [emphasis added].

Granted, observing nature does not provide for us the details about who created it all or how it was done. That is where revelation comes in. Through the Bible, God has revealed to us where we came from. Where do we find that? Turn to the beginning of your Bible, Genesis chapter one. We will not go into great detail in this chapter today, but notice the very first verse: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” Throughout the remainder of the chapter (as well as chapter two) we are given more detail as to God’s creative work as He literally spoke into existence all that we see.

More specifically, we see the creation of the human race in this passage. Genesis 1:26-27 records,

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. 

The details as to how this was done is seen in Genesis 2:7, “The Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.” This is important because it shows that man was a special creation, not the result of numerous mutations as the evolutionists would have us to believe. Man was created uniquely, and we will see the implications of that fact in a moment.


To answer the question, “Where did I come from?” we see that our past derivation stems from the creative mind and work of Almighty God. We are not creatures of chance; we are created beings of choice. (We will go into this particular subject in more detail in our next study.)

Our Present Definition

This leads us to a second question: “Who am I?” Of all the questions considered, this search for our present definition may be the most basic (though for reasons explained above the question of our origin was considered first). One author writes,

Who am I? Here, in that very question, is perhaps the point at which the generation gap is most acutely felt. The older generation, to which the writer belongs, either found the answer long ago, or have given up the search. But the search is a very lively affair in the younger generation. They are asking the question with passion. They are rarely willing to accept any definition provided by tradition, least of all if suggested by that older generation, which they feel to be responsible for the mess in which they find themselves…. Wherever traditions have been abandoned; wherever the old fabric of society is being progressively destroyed…wherever the devastation of war has broken up family and social life; there the question is being asked—“Who am I?”


This is not a new question, however. No less than five times in Scripture the question appears in these very words, and is phrased a bit differently in other texts. Moses﻿’ first question to God before the burning bush was, “﻿Who am I?﻿” (﻿Exodus 3:11﻿). In a sense, Moses did not know who he was until God told him.
 


The same is true for us. We will never know the answer to the question, “Who am I?” until God tells us. The good news is that He already has. Once again, we need to rely on speculation to find our present definition; we can turn to God’s revelation.


One who asked this question in a different way was David. Psalm 8:3-4 says,  

When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? 

Notice how David’s observation of the universe led him to question his own identity. Rather than asking, “Who am I?” David asks, “What is man?” and later, “(What is) the son of man” (in this context referring to himself, not to Jesus, as the phrase is used later in Scripture). In essence this is the same question.


The answer comes in the next two verses. Psalm 8:5-6 state,

You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor. You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet.

The translation of “heavenly beings” is misleading here. The Hebrew word elohim definitely means “God.”
 Mankind was created “a little lower than God.” 

I believe these two verses in Psalm 8 point back to Genesis 1:26-27. God created mankind in His image and likeness—which means a little lower than Himself—and gave mankind dominion over the rest of His creation—reflected in the words “ruler over the works of your hands.” This shows that we are a part of God’s creation but also that we are distinct from the rest of God’s creation. Francis Schaeffer explains,

What is it that differentiates Adam and Eve from the rest of creation? We find the answer in Genesis 1:26—“And God said, Let us make man in our image ....” What differentiates Adam and Eve from the rest of creation is that they were created in the image of God. For 20th century man this phrase, the image of God, is as important as anything in Scripture, because men today can no longer answer that crucial question, “Who am I?” In his own naturalistic theories, with the uniformity of cause and effect in a closed system, with an evolutionary concept of a mechanical, chance parade from the atom to man, man has lost his unique identity. As he looks out upon the world, as he faces the machine, he cannot tell himself from what he faces. He cannot distinguish himself from other things.
Quite in contrast, a Christian does not have this problem. He knows who he is. If anything is a gift of God, this is it—knowing who you are. As a Christian, I know my differentiation…. Consequently, I should be thankful for the comprehension given here in Genesis—that in the flow of history man has been made in the image of God, for it gives an intellectual, emotional and psychological basis to my understanding of who I am.


Answering that all-important question, “Who am I?” we as Christians confidently point to our present definition as special works of God designed after His own likeness and image. That ought to make you feel better by itself!

Our Promised Destination


A third question, “Where am I going?” deals with our promised destination. We will deal with this question in greater detail in a few weeks, but for now it is important to note that human souls are eternal. We are very much aware that human bodies are mortal. “Man is destined to die,” we read in Hebrews 9:27. Ecclesiastes 12:7 defines death as the time when “the dust [meaning the body] returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it.”  


You see, death is not the end of the person created in God’s image. As Chuck Swindoll points out, “It is clear to all who read the Bible that everyone has an eternal soul… everyone has eternal life. The real question is, where will we spend that eternal life?”
 This is based, in part, on Jesus’ own words recorded in John 5:28-29,

Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned [emphasis added].


Why is this so important? When we understand that our existence goes beyond this earthly life, it changes our perspective…on everything! No more can we say, “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die!” as though death were the end of it all. Death is not a destination; it is a doorway through which we pass to the realm of eternity. Who we are and what we do on earth will have eternal consequences—good or bad. A solid philosophy or worldview must take this into account.

Our Purposeful Declaration 


This brings us to the fourth question, “Why am I here?” In order to answer that question, I believe we need to review briefly the answers to the other three:

· Where did I come from? The creative mind and work of God.

· Who am I? A special creation formed in the image and likeness of God.

· Where am I going? At the end of this life on earth, my spirit returns to God.

Do you see a common thread here? While the questions all center on “I” the answers all come back to “God.” Earlier in this message we saw how self-centered philosophy always ends in frustration. Now that we have examined the first three questions regarding our past, present, and future, here is the key to understanding our purpose: It’s not about you.
 As Rick Warren writes,

You cannot arrive at your life’s purpose by starting with a focus on yourself. You must begin with God, your Creator. You exist only because God wills that you exist. You were made by God and for God—and until you understand that, life will never make sense. It is only in God that we discover our origin, our identity, our meaning, our purpose, our significance, and our destiny. Every other path leads to a dead end.
 


This was the experience of Solomon when he wrote Ecclesiastes. I remember many years ago preaching a sermon on Ecclesiastes that I entitled, “Dead End Streets.” Everything he tried to find meaning and fulfillment came up empty—because he left out God. At the end of his journey Solomon wrote, “Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” [Ecclesiastes 12:13]. This is where life begins, this is where life ends, and this is where life finds its purpose.

To discover our purpose in life we must turn to God’s Word, not the world’s wisdom. We must build our life on eternal truths, not pop psychology, success-motivation, or inspirational stories. The Bible says, “It’s in Christ that we find out who we are and what we are living for. Long before we first heard of Christ and got our hopes up, he had his eye on us, had designs on us for glorious living, part of the overall purpose he is working out in everything and everyone” [Eph. 1:11 msg].


You see, 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.


I realize I have not fully spelled out our purposeful declaration this morning, and our time is gone. Truth be told, I never intended to spell it all out today—it involves much more than can be handled in a single message! In the weeks to come we will more fully develop the answer to that basic question, “Why am I here?”


As we close, though, I would like to point your attention to one final text. Whenever I consider life’s purpose, I always remember a sheet of paper my dad printed for himself years ago with Philippians 3:10 from The Amplified Bible:

[For my determined purpose is] that I may know Him [that I may progressively become more deeply and intimately acquainted with Him, perceiving and recognizing and understanding the wonders of His Person more strongly and more clearly], and that I may in that same way come to know the power outflowing from His resurrection [which it exerts over believers], and that I may so share His sufferings as to be continually transformed [in spirit into His likeness even] to His death…


While we will expand on the answer to the question “Why am I here?” in the weeks to come, this is a great place to start. May our determined purpose for this new year—and all our lives—be to know God more intimately and to be transformed into His likeness.


That must begin at the cross of Christ. Only when we share in His death can we share in His resurrection life. Only when we allow Him to take our sins from us can we receive His righteousness on our behalf. If you have not done that already, this new year can mark the beginning of your new life.


Perhaps you’ve already made that initial step, but you find your life less than satisfying. Could it be that you have lost sight of where you came from, who you are, where you are going, and why you are here? Have you been so caught up in searching for life in all the wrong places that you’ve come up empty? Just remember: It’s not about you. 

It’s all about God.
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