
THE PHANTOM - PS. 39:1-13


FINDING PURPOSE IN LIFE #1

The Bambino, the Sultan of Swat, the Wizard of Wham, these were all names for the famous baseball player, Babe Ruth.  By the time his career on the diamond was over, the Babe held 54 major league records.  His  714 career home runs and 60 home runs in one season stood up for 30 years before they were broken.  But when the 40 year old Babe Ruth was forced to finally retire from baseball in 1935, he just didn't know what to do with himself and became quite a bitter man.  He tried being a wrestling referee, but that didn't pan out.  He tried desperately to get a job with the Yankees so that he could somehow get back into baseball, but that didn't work out.  He would eagerly return to old timers' games just to hear the momentary cheer of the crowd.  He would accept any award that would be given to him just to have a few minutes in the limelight.  But basically, George Herman Ruth lived his post-baseball life in a frantic search for purpose and meaning.  They estimated 77,000 passed by his closed coffin at Yankee Stadium after he died at the young age of 53.   Another 75,000 lined 5th avenue in a downpour to witness his funeral procession.  Babe Ruth was a man who was greatly loved and admired.  He was a man who had unusual gifts and abilities.  But he was a man who never found a purpose which was meaningful enough to last his whole life.  And he died at a relatively young age a bitter man.

It is critically important for a person to find purpose in life if that person is to be a truly successful and contented person.  Purpose is like the rudder of a ship.  It doesn't appear to be that significant, but it determines the direction that is taken.  Yet so many people struggle with finding meaning to their lives.  So instead of being a stately ship, being useful and productive,  heading towards a distinct destination,  they are like a life raft, bobbing about on the vast ocean of life, struggling to just survive.

God created the human race for a distinct purpose.  He intends for every single person to have a meaningful purpose in life.  We will only find inner contentment as we realize that purpose and make it our top priority in life.

A recent poll asked people what question they would ask of God if they had but one opportunity to ask Him any question they wanted.  There were many suggested questions offered.  Where am I going to go after I die?  If you are able to stop them, why do bad things happen to people in life?  How long am I going to live?  Is there intelligent life on other planets in the universe?  These were just a few of the questions people said they would like to ask God.  But there was one question that dominated the thoughts in people’s minds.  Over a third of the people admitted they would ask God what is my purpose here on this earth.  That's almost twice as many who were concerned about where they were going to go after they died; that's more than twice as many as were concerned with why bad things happen in life; that's 5 times the number of people who were interested in how long they would live or if there is intelligent life on another planet in the universe.    More than any other single question, people wanted to know why they are here, what is their purpose in life.  
And it’s not just unbelievers who are struggling to find purpose in life.  The manager of the Family Christian Bookstore at Cornerstone University was sharing some trends in Christian books with the Rockford Area Ministers this past Wednesday and he mentioned that the best-selling Christian book for the past 50 weeks has been Purpose-Driven Life by Rick Warren.

Now in one sense it shouldn’t surprise us that finding meaning and purpose in life is such an issue to people today.  When the human race emerged from the dark ages of the medieval times to an explosion of new knowledge in the arts and science, there could have been one of two directions taken.  People could have acknowledged God as the creator and sustainer of the human race, the source of all knowledge,  and given him his rightful place or people could have put man in the center of society in a humanistic approach.  History records that while some gave God his rightful place in the Reformation, the vast majority adopted a humanistic approach in the Renaissance movement.  Within a few centuries the Renaissance movement had developed to the point where God was practically removed from society all together.  Humanism made man the center of all things.  We didn’t need God as creator anymore – evolution explained how we got here.  We didn’t need God to sustain us anymore – science was doing an adequate job.  And Humanism released us from any accountability to a divine being so that the human race could make its own arbitrary standards indulging the sinful desires of the flesh.  There was only one problem.  Man lost the source of any meaning or purpose in life.  Yes, he might be the glorious end of an evolutionary process, but humans were still no different from other animals – they were just branches farther down the evolutionary tree here purely by chance.  Unable to find any lasting meaning or purpose for life through evolution or science, humans began to make the leap from reason to non-reason, from rationality to irrationality.  Modern art became increasingly fragmented and separated from reality; music often became just loud noise without order or structure; feelings became more important than reason – for while Humanism could promise  unrestricted freedom without divine accountability, it could not give any meaning or purpose to life.  So here we are in a country where the majority of people spend most of their time trying to find new and exciting ways to indulge their fleshly desires without the foggiest clue as to why they are here on this earth, with absolutely no idea of their purpose in life.
I would invite you to turn to Psalm 39 with me as we begin a series to answer this question of what should be our purpose for living.  Now during this series, we plan to look at some different passages of Scriptures which focus on life at different stages.   We plan to look at a passages that speaks of God’s intended purpose for us while we are still developing in our mother’s womb; we plan to look at a statement summarizes the development of the Lord Jesus Christ as a child; we plan to look at a teenager who found his purpose in life; we plan to look at the importance of finding purpose in marriage and family; we plan to look at finding purpose in the middle ages of life; and we plan to look at the importance of finishing our lives well.  6 snapshots of finding purpose in different stages of life during these next Sunday mornings, the Lord willing.  But before we begin to look at specific stages of life, we want to look at Psalm 39 which gives 3 pictures of life as a whole.
READ Psalm 39:1-13

PS 39:1 I said, "I will watch my ways and keep my tongue from sin;  I will put a muzzle on my mouth as long as the wicked are in my presence."

2 But when I was silent and still, not even saying anything good, my anguish increased.

3 My heart grew hot within me, and as I meditated, the fire burned; then I spoke with my tongue:

4 "Show me, O LORD, my life's end and the number of my days; let me know how fleeting is my life.

5 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.

6 Man is a mere phantom as he goes to and fro: He bustles about, but only in vain; he heaps up wealth, not knowing who will get it.

7 "But now, Lord, what do I look for?  My hope is in you.

8 Save me from all my transgressions; do not make me the scorn of fools.

9 I was silent; I would not open my mouth, for you are the one who has done this.

10 Remove your scourge from me; I am overcome by the blow of your hand.

11 You rebuke and discipline men for their sin; you consume their wealth like a moth--each man is but a breath.

12 "Hear my prayer, O LORD, listen to my cry for help; be not deaf to my weeping.  For I dwell with you as an alien, a stranger, as all my fathers were.

13 Look away from me, that I may rejoice again before I depart and am no more."  


David was the author of this Psalm.  And he was responding to some difficult circumstances in his life.  We know this from the first 3 verses.  Wicked people had caused him some problems.  He had just kept his mouth shut and kept all of his frustrations internalized for a while.  But he just couldn't keep quiet anymore - he had to let some of these irritations out.  And the internal struggles that he had been enduring were causing him to question  the meaning of life - what is the purpose of life anyway?  In describing life, David uses 3 pictures.

1.  The first is the picture of breath - and the point of this picture is to show the brevity of life, its fleeting nature.  READ Ps. 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. 5  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. 
Now we looked at this picture of life when we considered our stewardship of time several weeks ago so we aren’t going to spend much time on it again.  It’s amazing how similar David’s observation of life is to James’ when he says life is like a vapor that appears for a moment and then disappears.  James 4:14 What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. 
Now some might argue that life is certainly longer than a breath or vapor or mist.  The average lifespan is over 70 years now, and growing all the time.  That's quite a lengthy period of time, especially to younger people.  Children can't wait for time to pass so that they can get older.  In fact, children are never just 8 years old - they are 8 and a half or 8 and 3 quarters.  And the time just seems to drag on and on when they are waiting for a birthday or for Christmas.  But isn't it interesting how time picks up speed the older we get.  The reason for that  is the simple fact that we have more time now to compare - so we have a different perspective on life.  In our youth, we haven't experienced much time.  So it seems to drag on for a long time.  But the Senior citizen has experienced a great deal of time.  So he or she realizes how quickly it passes.

Now when the Bible compares life to a breath or vapor or mist, it is comparing this earthly life to our eternal state.  Certainly this is a fair comparison.  For as long as 70 or 80 years appear to us now, when compared to eternity, these earthly years would be just like a breath of vapor that quickly vanishes.  The problem that we all face is the simple fact that when thinking about eternity now, we all are like children.  For we have not yet experienced life beyond this earthly existence.  So this life seems to be longer to us than it really is.

2.  The second picture is that of a phantom - and the point of this picture is to emphasize the furious activity of life.  READ Ps. 39:6:

6  Man is a mere phantom as he goes to and fro: He bustles about, but only in vain; he heaps up wealth, not knowing who will get it. 
Many define life as a series of activities, one action following quickly upon the heels of another.  Many of these activities are designed to make money.  So many people mistakenly assume that this is the purpose of life - to heap up wealth.  We see this philosophy on the T shirt that reads, “In life, the one with the most toys wins”.  When questions concerning purpose of life come into their minds, these people answer it by becoming busier, adding more activities to their schedule so that they don't have time to think about such things.  Drown out thoughts of purpose and meaning with a hectic schedule.  As long as I am busy, I must be doing something meaningful, they think.  But living this type of life is like being a phantom - there is no real substance to it.

And when difficult times come, times like David was facing, questions concerning the purpose of life always pop back to the surface of the mind.  These questions cannot be suppressed indefinitely, for we all have a nagging feeling that there must be more to life than a balanced stock portfolio or a brand new snowmobile or a trip to Hawaii.

3.  The 3rd is the picture of an alien.  Now this is not an alien from outer space.  This is rather the alien that is living in a land that is not his own.  He is a stranger, a pilgrim, a foreigner.  And the point of this picture is to show the helplessness and vulnerability of life. 

READ Ps. 39:12-13:

  "Hear my prayer, O LORD, listen to my cry for help; be not deaf to my weeping. For I dwell with you as an alien, a stranger, as all my fathers were. 13  Look away from me, that I may rejoice again before I depart and am no more."  

 
There are few more pitiful pictures than they alien who is forced into a strange land.  He doesn't know the language so he can't communicate.  He doesn't have any home of his own so there is no security.  He feels that the citizens of his new country resent his presence so there is no sense of belonging.  

Now these 3 pictures that David uses here are apt analogies for life - especially felt when going through times of severe trial and heartache.

*Life is like a breath quickly passing away.  Time passes so quickly.  The clock is always ticking.  Relentless Father Time just keep marching on.

*Life is like a phantom so often busy with superficial activities that have no real substance to them.  The wealth that is accumulated by so much perspiration and such hard work can be so quickly lost by reversals.  The stock market crashes, one catastrophic illness, a robbery - and the wealth is gone.  Or we die and leave it all behind and our heirs quickly spend it all up.

*Life is like an alien living in a strange country.  As Christians we often don't feel at home here on this earth.  The basic world system or philosophy is opposed to the truths of Christianity.  And it doesn't matter how much we present the logic and truths of God's word, it just seems like the unbelieving world doesn't get it - they don't see it.  That is because the natural mind is blinded to God's truth.  We must always remember that as disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ our true citizenship is in heaven.  Heaven is the place where we will finally and completely feel at home.  We are strangers, pilgrims, aliens in this world.

Well, realizing the basic nature of life, how can the Christian find purpose in life?  As always, the Biblical writers give an answer to us.  And David's answer is found right in the middle of this Psalm.  Notice it with me in verses 7 & 8.  READ Psalm 39:7-8:

But now, O Lord, what do I look for?  My hope is in you.  Save me from all my transgressions; do not make me the scorn of fools.

If we are to find any meaning or purpose in life, we must begin by finding it in God.  The logical reason for this is the simple fact that God is the source and originator of life.  Before this universe existed, only God was.  God spoke the worlds into existence.  God created all that exists for a specific purpose.  So we must go to the source, we must go to the originator if we are to know the purpose and meaning of life.  Our hope must be in God.

Now this Hebrew term hope is a most interesting one, certainly worthy of our consideration.  It carries with it the idea of waiting or tarrying with a confident expectation.  (It is the term that is used of Noah when he waited 7 more days before he sent the dove out of the ark.  If you recall the sequence of the flood, you will remember that Noah had already released a raven that had not returned.  Ravens can live in quite difficult conditions and the raven kept flying around finding places on the mountaintops that were exposed to light.  Then Noah released a dove.  Now doves are different birds.  They require more suitable nesting grounds.  So the first dove, finding the water still high, returned back to the ark.  Noah then waited another 7 days before releasing the dove again.  This time, the dove returned back to the ark with a freshly picked olive leaf in its beak.  Conditions still were not quite right to nest, but they were getting close.  The water had gone down enough to expose the trees, and the trees were even manifesting new life.  So the Bible says that Noah waited or hoped for 7 more days.  It wasn't that Noah was wondering whether the water was going to subside or not.  Noah had the promises of God on which to rely.  He had seen God fulfill every detail of His word as He brought the flood and then turned off the faucet in the heavens.  He had seen the gradual decline of the waters to the point where his ark had come to rest upon the mountains of Ararat.  And day by day, Noah had seen from his window more and more land appear.  The question was not whether or not he was ever going to finally get out of that ark.  The question was just when.  So Noah hoped in the Lord for 7 more days.  And when he released that dove the 3rd time, and when the dove never returned to the ark, Noah assumed that the dove had built a nest in a tree somewhere and the conditions were right for he and his family and all the rest of the animals to leave their temporary home in the ark.)
Listen to what the Hebrew scholars say of this word in the Theological Wordbook of the O.T.  This hope is not a pacifying wish of the imagination which drowns out troubles, nor is it uncertain, but rather this hope is the solid ground of expectation.  As such it is directed towards God.
If a person is to find purpose in life, that person must begin like David by hoping in the Lord.  This hoping is not wondering whether or not there is some meaning to this life and happening to chance upon it, but this hoping is rather a confident expectation that there is meaning to this life, that the one who created life did so for a specific purpose and that we can find that purpose by waiting or tarrying in His presence until He clearly reveals it to us.  God's meaning in life involves his redemptive purposes.  That's the reason for David saying, My hope is in you.  Save me from all my transgressions.  We can only know purpose and meaning in life as we know God, know why we were created, know how God provided redemption for us, and know how we can become a member of His family.  This must be the beginning of our search for purpose and meaning in life.

Many of you have met our German Shepherd named Bach.  Bach has become an adopted member of the Rowland family.  Even though he looks a little bit scary, he really is a gentle natured dog.  Bach and I have developed a routine.  When I go to my dresser to get my socks out, Bach knows that there are some doggy treats in the top drawer.  So Bach comes and sits right by my side and looks right up at me.  He doesn't make a sound.  He just sits there very patiently.  And he doesn't look at the drawer where I am fishing for the right colored socks.  He looks right at me, right up into my face.  And sure enough, after I have gotten the right pair of socks for the day - hopefully a matching pair - I reach into the drawer and get a treat out for Bach.  Bach has learned to hope for that treat.  He doesn't sit there wondering if he is going to get it.  He has the full expectation that it is coming.  So he just sits there patiently waiting for it.

I often am reminded by my dog in my necessity of hoping in the Lord.  God created each one of us.  He created us for a purpose.  He wants for us to find meaning and purpose in life.  And we are going to be looking at this in more detail as we look at different stages of life during the next Sunday mornings the Lord willing.  But we will only find that meaning and purpose as we find it in God.  We cannot find it in the world system because Humanism is not a sufficient foundation to produce any lasting meaning.  We will never find it in some irrational leap to non-reason as so many are trying to do today.  We can’t even find it by trying to focus on the purpose – for meaning in life can’t come merely from hope.  It’s not enough just to believe in something, anything.  True meaning and purpose must be found in God.   We must be focussed on God - for He is the source and originator of life.  And we must not be lacking in faith.  We must not be wondering if there is any meaning to life.  We must hope in the Lord.  We must wait and tarry in His presence until he reveals his purpose to us.  Especially during difficult times, times of trial - we must wait upon the Lord with full expectation.  For you see, maintaining our purpose in life is not just a one time thing.  It is something that we must continually address.  David had a very clear sense of purpose in his life as a young man.  He is going to be the example that we will use in looking at a teenager with a focussed sense of purpose in life.  But even David, when he suffered times of trial and tribulation, had to rethink and refocus his purpose in life as he does in this Psalm.  But the key to finding meaning and purpose in life is always the same.  If it is to be found, it must be found in the Lord.  For God is the creator and originator of life.  He is the one who gives life its purpose and meaning.

Do you know the Lord this morning?  Are you hoping in Him?  

PRAYER
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