
“Why We Are Here”

selected Scriptures
As we approach the end of another year, we find football at both the college and professional levels winding up their regular seasons and heading into the postseason (at least for the teams that made it into the postseason.) I am reminded of the words of former football coach Bud Wilkerson: “On any given Sunday in the National Football League we find twenty-two men on the field desperately in need of rest, while in the stands sit 80,000 who are desperately in need of exercise.”
 We chuckle, but down deep we know it’s true.

Unfortunately, it is also true of most Christian churches. 

In many churches, a small number of people are doing ministry while the vast majority are watching them do it. Larger churches can hire professional staff to do ministry, while smaller churches may rely on one paid pastor and/or a few volunteers from the congregation to do the work of the church. As a result, the church’s growth is often stunted, for it will only grow as deep and wide as the ones doing the ministry. And it leads to an astounding rate of burnout among those leaders.

This is a very inefficient way for a church to operate.

This is also a very unbiblical way for a church to operate.

Why is this so common? For a variety of reasons, I believe that most church members are unaware of why they are in church…or even on earth, for that matter. So this morning I want to address the subject, “Why We Are Here,” seeing what God’s Word says about our purpose and how each and every one of us can be involved in living up to the purpose God has for us.

Why we are here…on earth

First I want to consider, “Why are we here…on earth.” Think about it—God could have taken us to Heaven immediately after we came to Christ. We could have been spared so much hardship and heartache…why didn’t He? Truth is, God has a reason for us to be here on earth as His children. Actually, He has two reasons that are apparent in Scripture.

The first is worship. We read in 1 Peter 2:9-10, "You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.” 
As the Westminster Shorter Catechism from 1647 puts it: “What is the chief end of man? To glorify God and to enjoy Him forever.”
 This is based, in part, on Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 10:31, “Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” What is worship? Worship is “worth-ship,” an acknowledgment of the worth of Almighty God.
 Worship is not an event that happens for an hour or so on Sundays. Properly understood, worship is a lifestyle—“whatever you do…”

The second reason why we are here on earth is to witness. One of the last things Jesus told His followers before returning to Heaven is recorded in Acts 1:8, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” The “you” in this verse is plural and all-inclusive. Witnessing is not the job of one or of a few; we are all called to be Christ’s witnesses.

“But I’m not able to do that!” you might be thinking. You don’t have to be a Bible scholar or polished speaker to be a witness. Think about how the word is used in a courtroom setting. Each side calls witnesses to testify. Now it is true that some are expert witnesses that can shed light from their education and experience on a subject, but most witnesses in a courtroom are not there for their expertise. Rather, they are asked, “What did you see? What did you hear? What happened to you?” The answers given by the witness is called their “testimony.” 

That is what we are called to be: witnesses giving testimony to the goodness of God in our lives. Consider the blind man healed by Jesus in John 9. Following the miracle, the Jewish leaders interrogated him, trying to find some charge to bring against Jesus. Finally, with a tinge of exasperation in his voice, he says in verse 25, “Whether he is a sinner or not, I don’t know. One thing I do know. I was blind but now I see!” That is a testimony! He was not prepared to argue theology, but he could testify to what happened to him! That is what a witness is to do.

Properly understood, these two reasons for why we are here on earth—worship and witness—go together. John Stott writes in his excellent book, Our Guilty Silence,
Rightly understood, they belong together… First, worship involves witness… It is impossible for me to worship God truly and yet not care two cents whether anybody else worships Him too… Worship that is pleasing to God will inevitably send us out to bear witness of the Name we have sought to honour… It is in this way that worship and witness involve each other. Each is maimed without the other. Each, if true to itself, leads to the other, thus producing an unending cycle. Worship expresses itself in witness; witness fulfils itself in worship.

Briefly stated, that is why we are here on earth…to worship God and to witness to others of God’s goodness to us. Notice the focus: on God and others. Not much room for selfishness. We need to be reminded of that in our self-centered society. As Rick Warren opens his book, The Purpose-Driven Life,
IT’S NOT ABOUT YOU. 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.

His purpose for us is that we worship and witness.

Why we are here…at church

That leads to a second, albeit related, issue: Why we are here…at church. Why do we take an hour or so on Sunday mornings (and some even devote more time than that during the week, if you can believe it!) to gather at church? Many of us have done it for so long that we probably haven’t given it much thought. We do it because we’ve always done it. That reasoning won’t fly in our culture, especially among the younger generation. Our most valuable resource is time (since it cannot be recovered once it is spent), and we need to have good reasons for investing our time in church.

Let’s begin with some popular answers to this question. In fact, let’s tackle this like an episode of Family Feud: We’ve surveyed 66 books of the Bible, and the top three answers are on the board to this question: Why are we here…at church?

The first answer is to entertain the spectators. We live in an entertainment-driven culture. Consider who makes the most money in our society: actors, athletes, musicians—entertainers. If the world lasts another thousand years, I’m convinced that archaeologists studying 21st-century America will conclude that we valued entertainment above all else.

And this attitude has infiltrated the church. The so-called “church growth experts” tell congregations to cater to this trend: Put trained singers on stage in place of corporate singing; use drama and comedy and art to impress the audience; keep the sermon short, to maybe ten or fifteen minutes, since most Americans have a short attention span. Entertain the spectators: survey says… – X –
Now, I’m not against gifted musicians playing special music in worship or others using their God-given abilities to express their gratitude to the Lord. And I’m not in favor of long, dry sermons; I think it is a sin to be boring with God’s Word! My problem with this is that it makes the congregation spectators rather than participants in worship. The Bible teaches that worship is something we do, not something we watch.
Believe it or not, this is not a new approach. The Lord says in Ezekiel 33:30-32,

“As for you, your countrymen are talking together about you by the walls and at the doors of the houses, saying to each other, ‘Come and hear the message that has come from the Lord.’ My people come to you, as they usually do, and sit before you to listen to your words, but they do not put them into practice. With their mouths they express devotion, but their hearts are greedy for unjust gain. Indeed, to them you are nothing more than one who sings love songs with a beautiful voice and plays an instrument well, for they hear your words but do not put them into practice.” 
Worship is not to be a spectator sport.

Let’s move on to another answer: Erect the structure. The key to church growth is the church building itself. Make your building large, impressive, state-of-the-art, and it will attract people inside. I call this the “Field of Dreams” mentality: “If you build it, they will come.” Survey says… – X –
Again, I am not against having a church building, and it should be presentable and functional. But that should not be the definition of the church, as Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:4-5, “As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”
Okay, two strikes. We need a good answer here. How about this: Evangelize the sinners. That’s got to be up there, right? After all, isn’t one of our purposes for being here on earth to witness? Survey says… – X –
Really? How can that not be a reason for coming to church? Let’s review the final words of Jesus, this time as recorded at the end of Matthew’s gospel. We read what is often called the Great Commission in Matthew 28:19-20, “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.” The very first word is “go.” We are not to wait for the sinners to come to us; we are to go to them. This is also very practical…sinners don’t just come to church anymore. We have a hard time getting Christians to come to church, let alone the lost! We read of the early church in Acts 2:47, “And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” The biblical model is that we go into the world, lead others to Christ, and then bring them into the fellowship of the church family. This does not mean that we cannot have folks come to Christ in church; I just don’t think that is a purpose for us to gather week after week.
Well, we struck out. Unfortunately, many local churches are striking out…an average of seven churches close their doors for good every week. Each tragedy has its own story, but I would venture a guess that most of these churches have lost sight of why they exist…and eventually they cease to exist.

Let’s see that the Bible says about why we are here…at church. The first reason is to exalt the Savior. This reflects back to why we are here on earth: to worship. We read in Acts 2:42-47,

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe… They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people.
Worship is not just the singing, it’s not just the sermon, nor is it just communion. Worship is all of those things, done in an attitude of reverence and respect (“filled with awe”) with God as the focus.

Further, worship is not limited to Sundays at church. As one writer puts it so well,

The unique aspect of congregational worship is not that we do something different on a particular day, but that on one day we do together what we have done individually throughout the week. The worship service is no place to catch up for our lack of private praise and thanksgiving.

Yet there is something encouraging and edifying when we worship together as brothers and sisters in Christ. We are not called to be isolated Christians—even the Lone Ranger had Tonto! We gather together in church to exalt the Savior.

A second biblical reason for why we are here at church is to examine the Scriptures. We believe that the Bible is God’s Word, and must be our standard for belief and behavior. This book must be our guide. Our society loves to say, “Everybody has a right to his opinion!” That’s true in matters of taste, but not in matters of truth.

Again, examining the Scriptures is not a one-person exercise. We read in Acts 17:11, “Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” I love that! These people kept Paul on his toes! And I’m sure he appreciated it. Ever notice that the New Testament does not have a letter from Paul to the Bereans? Maybe they were so strong in the truth of God’s Word that the apostle did not need to write to correct them, as he did the Galatians and the Corinthians (twice!)

The pulpit is not a place for opinions. When I give my opinion, preference, or taste, I will clearly differentiate “thus saith me” from “thus saith the Lord.” My opinions you can take or leave; God’s Word you must heed.

The third biblical reason for why we are here at church is to equip the saints. Paul writes in Ephesians 4:11-13,
It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.
Church is not a one-man show. The Body of Christ is made up of many members (and Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 12:27, “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.”) Think of the local church as a training academy; you come here to be prepared for life. The goals spelled out in Ephesians 4 are to grow up in Christ and to go out in service. (Sounds like “worship” and “witness” to me!)

Why are you here?

I close with one final question that I cannot answer: Why are you here? Are you here as a participant or as a spectator? Did you come to be entertained or to be equipped? 

Everything I have said this morning probably sounds like a foreign language if you do not know Jesus Christ in a personal way. I’m not speaking of knowing about Jesus. I can know a lot about my favorite movie star or sports star without knowing them personally. We speak of Jesus as Savior and Lord—is He your Savior and Lord? That’s where it all begins. By turning from your own, self-oriented way and committing yourself to follow His way, you can begin a life-changing, eternity-altering journey called the Christian life. And you can do it today. 

Many of you, no doubt, have already done that. Perhaps you have been asking some of the same questions addressed today—Why am I here…on earth? Why am I here…at church? I trust that you have a better handle on the answers to those questions. 

We are about to embark on a new year. I challenge each and every one to find a place where you can participate and not merely spectate. Let’s resolve to come to church not to be entertained, but to be enlightened, encouraged, and equipped for your works of service. Let’s come to church on Sunday so that we can be the church through the week. 

It is never too late to start doing what is right. 
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