Why Am I Here? #5

“Life Is A…”

selected Scriptures


Complete this thought: “Life is a…”


I realize it is early in the day to be so philosophical, but what do you think life is? This past week I came across some interesting thoughts on the subject from a wide range of people:

· Life is a gift. (Tony Robbins)

· Life is a long lesson in humility. (James M. Barrie)

· Life is a struggle. (Voltaire)

· Life is a difficult game. (Abdul Kalam)

· Life is a chance. (Dale Carnegie)

· Life is a do-it-yourself project. (Napoleon Hill)

· Life is a gamble. (Muhammad Ali)

· Life is a mirror and will reflect back to the thinker what he thinks into it. (Ernest Holmes)

· Life is a tragedy when seen in close-up, but a comedy in long-shot. (Charlie Chaplin)

· Life is a crazy ride, and nothing is guaranteed. (Eminem)

· Life is a box of chocolates (Forrest Gump)

Do any of those statements strike a chord within you? Or are you more likely to agree with Solomon’s perspective at the beginning of Ecclesiastes, “Live is meaningless” (or put another way, “Life is a joke…but nobody’s laughing”)?

Last week we looked at Solomon’s book of Ecclesiastes and understood that his cynical view of life came from an earthbound, time-bound viewpoint. If all there is to life is the here and now, what’s the point? Only when we see beyond time and space, when we acknowledge that eternity is where God dwells and what we were made for, only then do we see that there is more to this life than merely existing.

Let’s take this one step further, though. With this expanded perception that includes God’s eternal plan, let’s complete that earlier phrase: “Life is a…”


Why is this so important? As Rick Warren puts it, 

The way you see your life shapes your life. How you define life determines your destiny. Your perspective will influence how you invest your time, spend your money, use your talents, and value your relationships…. It determines your expectations, your values, your relationships, your goals, and your priorities.


Scripture provides us with insight to complete the sentence, “Life is a…” While there are many possible ways to conclude that phrase that are accurate, I have boiled it down to three, only two of which we will cover this morning, and the third we will consider next week. These three are:

· Life is a trace
· Life is a test
· Life is a trust
These three statements are interrelated, and give us a well-rounded perspective of life on earth.

Life is a Trace


First of all, life is a trace. What I mean by that is that life on earth is small part of our overall existence. As we learned last week, death may be the end of my time on earth, but it is not the end of me! God created our souls to live on into eternity. We all have a starting point at birth (unlike the eternal God, who had no beginning), but we will not have an ending point. We will live forever!


With that in mind, think about our years on this earth compared to the endless years in eternity. Our life here is like the visible tip of an iceberg that is many times larger beneath the surface of the ocean. Or think of it this way: U.S. Route 20 is an east–west highway. Spanning 3,365 miles, it is the longest road in the United States. It begins in Boston, Massachusetts, and ends in Newport, Oregon, within a mile of the Pacific Ocean.
 Now think about those yellow stripes along that road, solid in the no passing zones and broken up when cars are allowed to pass. Those broken stripes are several feet long each. (I looked it up and saw lengths between three and ten feet.) Think about one of those yellow stripes compared to the entire highway. Even that is not an accurate comparison of our earthly life to our eternal life! 


The Bible has many passages that teach about the brief, temporary nature of life on earth. James 4:14 states, “What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.” Had he written today he may have used the phrase, “Here today, gone tomorrow!”

Moses puts it in perspective in Psalms 90:1-6, 10, and 12,

Lord, you have been our dwelling place throughout all generations. Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God. You turn men back to dust, saying, “Return to dust, O sons of men.” For a thousand years in your sight are like a day that has just gone by, or like a watch in the night. You sweep men away in the sleep of death; they are like the new grass of the morning—though in the morning it springs up new, by evening it is dry and withered… The length of our days is seventy years—or eighty, if we have the strength…they quickly pass, and we fly away… Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.

David echoes this thought in Psalms 39:4-5,

Show me, O Lord, my life’s end and the number of my days; let me know how fleeting is my life. You have made my days a mere handbreadth; the span of my years is as nothing before you. Each man’s life is but a breath.


Notice the prayers included in both texts: “Lord, give me a proper perspective of my brief life on earth compared to endless eternity.”
 The New Testament resonates this, even expanding on it. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 7:29-31,

What I mean, brothers, is that the time is short. From now on those…who buy something [should live] as if it were not theirs to keep; those who use the things of the world [should live] as if not engrossed in them. For this world in its present form is passing away.

He adds in 2 Corinthians 4:18, “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.” These various passages teach us two important truths:

· There is more to life than our time on earth

· There is more to life than our things on earth

This world is not our home…we are just passing through. The Bible uses terms like alien, pilgrim, foreigner, stranger, visitor, and traveler to describe our brief stay on earth. David said, “I am but a foreigner here on earth” (Psalm 119:19 nlt), and Peter explained, “If you call God your Father, live your time as temporary residents on earth” (1 Pet. 1:17 gwt). Paul writes, “Many live as enemies of the cross of Christ…. Their mind is on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven” (Philippians 3:18-20).


Another image the Bible uses is an ambassador. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:20, “We are Christ’s ambassadors.” What does that mean? An ambassador is an official representative of one country sent to another country. He (or she) lives at the embassy that, while being located in the foreign country, is considered territory of the homeland. 

Now pretend that you were asked to be an ambassador to a foreign nation. You would have to learn a new language and new customs in order to accomplish your mission. But suppose you became so comfortable in this foreign land that you preferred it to your home nation. Your loyalty would change. Rather than representing your home country, you would start acting like the enemy. Your role as an ambassador would be compromised. You would be a traitor. 

Despite what is often preached on television, we should never think that God’s goal for our lives is popularity or prosperity, as the world defines it. The Christian life has nothing to do with material abundance, and faithfulness to God does not guarantee success in a career or even in ministry. In fact, in order to keep us from becoming too attached to earth, God allows us to feel an amount of dissatisfaction in life—longings that will never be fulfilled in this life. We’re not completely happy here because we’re not supposed to be! Earth is not our final home; we were created for something much better.
 
Life is a Test

Life on earth is a test. God continually tests people’s character, faith, obedience, love, integrity, and loyalty. Words like trials, temptations, testing, and related words occur more than 200 times in the Bible. 

Now I need to clear up a couple of thoughts before we get into this point. First of all, God never tempts anyone to sin. James 1:13-15 states very clearly, 

When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. 

God can use Satan’s temptations to sin or man’s poor decisions as tests in our lives, but that does not make Him responsible for the temptation or the sin itself. If you feel yourself being drawn to sin, don’t blame God for it! If you hear a voice whispering in your ear to commit sin, it is not God’s voice!

Secondly, these tests referred to in Scripture are not tests to determine one’s eternal destination. Only one thing determines our destiny—our acceptance of God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ. Tests in the Bible come to those who are already saved.

Tests come in many forms. God tests our faith by how we handle problems, He tests our hope by how we handle possessions, and tests our love by how we handle people. The good news is that God wants us to pass the tests of life, so He never allows the tests we face to be greater than the grace He gives us to handle them. The Bible says, “God keeps his promise, and he will not allow you to be tested beyond your power to remain firm; at the time you are put to the test, he will give you the strength to endure it, and so provide you with a way out” [1 Cor. 10:13 tev].
 


Scripture teaches that tests accomplish three things in our lives: Tests reveal our character; tests refine our character; and tests reward our character. Let’s consider these.


First, tests reveal our character, showing us what we are really made of. The Bible mentions several people whom God tested, such as Abraham and King Hezekiah, about whom it is said in 2 Chronicles 32:31, “God left him to test him and to know everything that was in his heart.”  Moses spoke similarly of the Israelites in Deuteronomy 8:2,

Remember how the Lord your God led you all the way in the desert these forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commands.

Now understand this…God does not test us so that He can know what we are made of (He already knows); He tests us so that we can know what we are made of!
 So we can pray the words of Psalm 26:2, “Test me, O Lord, and try me, examine my heart and my mind.” Just remember that we may be praying for problems to come our way!


Secondly, tests refine our character, making us stronger. Our faith is developed in the furnace of trials. Peter writes in 1 Peter 1:6-7,

In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.


When gold is put in a furnace, it does not burn up, but rather it is purified and made better. The same concept is used here of our spiritual character. We are refined by the tests in our lives. The good news, in the words of Warren Wiersbe, is that “when God puts His own people into the furnace, He keeps His eye on the clock and His hand on the thermostat. He knows how long and how much.”
 Remember 1 Corinthians 10:13—God knows what we can handle, and He will not allow the tests to be greater than that.

These tests can be painful at times, and they may come into our lives as anything but good. Pain and suffering are not good in and of themselves; but God brings about good results through the difficulties. We are not told to rejoice over the trial itself, but we are to rejoice over the result of the tests brought about by God.
 


When we understand that life is a test, we realize that nothing is insignificant in our lives. Even the smallest event has significance for your character development. Every day becomes important, and every second is seen as a growth opportunity to deepen our character, to demonstrate our love, or to depend on God. Some tests seem overwhelming, while others we don’t even notice. But all of them have eternal implications.


Third, tests reward our character. Jesus often spoke of the rewards awaiting the righteous in Heaven. What may seem like a penalty or punishment here on earth is really an eternal reward in Heaven!


James 1:12 promises, “Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him.” Notice the connection between passing the test and receiving the reward. 


One final Scripture brings all three thoughts about tests together. Turn to 1 Corinthians 3:10-15, where Paul writes,

By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should be careful how he builds. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames. 


When we as Christians stand before the Judgment Seat of Christ, it will not be to determine our eternal destiny. The fact that we are present at the Judgment Seat of Christ and not the Great White Throne judgment of Revelation 20 proves that we are saved. No, this judgment is an appraisal of our service to God while here on earth.


Paul likens this review to a fire. Notice what he says about our works: “It will be revealed with fire.” Our service will be shown for what it truly is. If it is wood, hay, or straw—representing temporary things of earth—the fire will burn it up and there will be nothing left but ashes. But if our service is gold, silver, or gems, the fire will not burn it up, but rather it will refine it and make it even better. And whatever is refined will be rewarded by the Lord.



All three activities shown here is true of life itself. Life is a test, and as a test it reveals our character, it refines our character, and it rewards our character. Perhaps you are going through a trying time in your life right now. Maybe you feel like God is testing you.


What is the test revealing to you about yourself? Are you allowing this experience to make you better or bitter? Even though it may seem overwhelming at the moment, take God at His Word and hang on to your faith. You will be rewarded for passing the test!


So how would you complete the sentence mentioned at the beginning of this message: “Life is a…”? The Bible gives us three answers to that question: Life is a trace, life is a test, and life is a trust. We will pick up with the last of these word pictures next week.


But there’s one more word that can be used here. Life is a tragedy if lived without saving faith in Jesus Christ. Everything I have said today about life being a test is only true for those who trust in Him for their eternal salvation. If you have not committed your life to Christ, making Him your Savior and Lord, you aren’t really living; you’re existing. And you won’t enjoy eternity without Him, either. The good news is that you still have a chance to make it right. Come to Him today.
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