Living on Purpose:  It IS about You!


Last week I made the very bold statement that when it comes to finding your purpose in life, it’s not about you.  That is, you have to begin with God and what God’s doing in the world.  You have to see the big picture.  But today I want to ask you to also hear the flip side of this coin, because it is about you. God could have created puppets, but instead God created human beings with brains and hearts and feelings and opinions.  God gave people the ability to make decisions.  So, God has a plan, but you need to choose to enter into that plan. 


Two Bible passages will help us today.  The first is from Jeremiah, a prophet of God in the Old Testament. The brief passage we will read is a part of a letter that he wrote to the people of God in exile in Babylon.  They were discouraged, they felt abandoned by God, and they desperately wanted to go home to their own country.  I suspect that many of you can relate, even though you are not in exile. Sometimes it feels like an exile.  God has seemed to go on vacation without us and left us to deal with a heap of trouble.  When will it end?  When will things go back to normal? In Jeremiah’s time many false prophets had arisen to tell the exiles what they wanted to hear. Babylon will be defeated, you will go home soon.  But Jeremiah knew the truth, and this is what he told them:  

Jeremiah 29;10-14.  


Our second Bible passage is also from a letter, this time Paul’s letter to the Romans in the New Testament.  The Romans were new Christians that Paul had not yet met, so he wrote them a letter that pretty well spelled out what the Christian faith is all about.  The brief passage that I am going to read contains everything you need to know about finding your purpose in life.    

Romans 11:33-12:2


I want to ask you to consider two questions today. First, What will the future bring?  And second, What will you bring to the future?

What will the future bring?  Do you know?  


I’ve discovered that not many people are good at prognosticating the future.  Here are a few examples:  (Time, 10-11-04, p. 58)   “Albert Einstein remarked in 1932 that ‘There is not the slightest indication that nuclear energy will ever be obtainable.’  Thomas Edison thought alternating current would be a waste of time.  Franklin Delano Roosevelt once predicted, when he was Assistant Secretary of the Navy, that airplanes would never be useful in battle against a fleet of ships. . . .When Gary Cooper turned down the Rhett Butler role in Gone with the Wind, he is said to have remarked, ‘I’m just glad it will be Clark Gable who’s falling flat on his face and not Gary Cooper.’”  In 1899, Charles H. Duell, commissioner of the U.S. Patents Office announced, ‘Everything that can be invented, has been invented.’


The people that I just quoted were some of the most talented people in the world.  Yet they could not predict the future.  And neither can we.  We have limited vision.  And limited control.  

In 2001 Jeanne Calment was the oldest living human being whose age could be verified.  On her one hundred and twentieth birthday celebration, she was asked to describe her vision for the future.  “Very brief,” she answered. (story file, 17.8.1)

I think a lot of people today share her vision.  Life is like driving in the fog; we can only see one car length ahead.


We can’t predict the future, but according to Jeremiah there are a couple of things that we can be sure of.  God has a plan.  And that plan is good and full of hope.  “For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.”  The word that is translated “welfare” in this verse is shalom.  That’s the wonderful Hebrew word that means peace, wholeness, and everything good.  That’s what God intends for you.  No matter what is happening in your life right now, you can be sure of this:  God is not out to get you.  God is out to save you, to give you peace and wholeness, and ultimately, to bring you home.    That’s what the future will bring for the people of God.  


That’s what the people in exile in Babylon needed to hear from Jeremiah!  But here’s the thing.  That was in part at least, the same message that they were also hearing from the false prophets.  The spin that the false prophets were putting on their message was that the future is now.  Pack your bags!  You’re going home soon.  And that’s what everybody was desperate to hear.  There must have been some Baby Boomers among the exiles.  Instant gratification.  That’s what we want!  Fix it now!


What makes Jeremiah’s message different is this.  There will be no quick fix.  You will have to stay in exile for a while.  You will have to learn to trust God in the midst of this trial.  You will have to be patient.  “Only when Babylon’s seventy years are completed will I visit you,” God says through Jeremiah.  “And I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place.”  

If you want to find your purpose in life, you need to learn to trust God in the midst of trouble.  You need to believe that in God, the future is good.  

A man was walking in the mountains late into the evening.  He felt confident of finding his way because the moon was shining full that night.  But before the night was out, the moon went down, and darkness fell.  He was quickly lost.  Instead of waiting for morning to come, he decided to keep going and try his best to find his way out to an open road.  

As he was cautiously feeling his way, his foot slipped and he found himself falling down the side of a cliff.  He grabbed at the first thing he could—a shrub—and held on for dear life.  He held that shrub for the rest of the dark night, fearing what would happen if he let go and let himself drop down the side of that cliff.  When the first rays of dawn appeared, he looked down and discovered that his feet were swinging just a few inches from the ground!  (story file, 13.9.2)

Life seems so bleak sometimes.  So hopeless.  So futile.  So frightening.  Life is so hard that we can barely hang on.  But hear the message of Jeremiah: No matter what it looks like now, it will be ok.  It will be ok.    

 So, what will the future bring?  According to Jeremiah, the future will bring peace and wholeness and hope.   


But it’s not just automatic; you have some equity in this. And here’s where the second question of the day comes in: What will you bring to the future?   And here’s where the passage from Romans comes in.  


If you’re going to live your life within God’s big picture, you’ll have to learn to see things the way God sees things.  You need to learn to do things the way God wants them done.  Don’t be conformed to this world, Paul says.  A different translation says, “Don’t let the world squeeze you into its mold.”  You’re not a bowl of green Jell-o.  You don’t have to go along with the crowd.  You can make your own choices.  Choices that fit with God’s agenda rather than the driving forces of materialism or fear or guilt or power or addiction or anything else.      


Here’s where things get real personal.  If you want to find your purpose, you’ve got to do something.  And that something is called surrender.  The way Paul says it in the passage from Romans is this:  present your bodies as a living sacrifice.  Give yourself to God, lock stock and barrel.  The Christian faith is a spiritual thing, but Paul clearly says that it won’t work to just give God some vague ethereal spiritual part of you that that you won’t really miss if it’s gone.  You need to give your body.  That is, your real self.  The self that you take to work, the self that eats junk food, the self that stays up late watching tv, the self that feels overwhelmed by too many activities and too much pressure, the self that interacts with other people.   When you surrender yourself to God, then God will help you to think differently so that you can understand God’s will and purpose for your life.  


A fellow named Bill told his colleagues at work that his family was having a tough time with their budget.  He was going to go home and demand that his wife figure out a way to cut down on their spending.  Bill got back to work the next day and was asked by his co-workers how his talk went with his wife.  Bill said, “It went pretty well.  Almost immediately she figured out two ways to save money.  She decided that I would walk to work and stop smoking.”  (parables 23.4.6)  It’s easy to harp and complain about what needs to get done, isn’t it?  And to look for the solution in other people.  It’s not so easy to make the personal changes that we need to make.  But that’s what needs to happen.  Give your body to God.  That’s real commitment.    


The novelist Sinclair Lewis was addressing a group of literary students one time, and he asked them this question:  “How many of you intend to become writers?”  All of the students raised their hands.  “Then,” he said, “I advise you to go home and write.”  (story file, 13.3.4)


People spend way too much time talking about what they need to do, or what they want to do.  Or what they are going to do, but not nearly enough on just plain doing it.  


How many of you want to want to find God’s purpose for your life?  Then I advise you to listen to Paul:  give your self to God.  Because it is about you.  
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