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Discussion Guide

Who am I, and why am I here?

•

Connecting:
45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a way
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work God
is doing in your lives.)
•
In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?

•
•

they have held back.)

Getting Started:
10 minutes
• In your

mind, what is the importance of having
purpose in life? How does one find their purpose?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•

•

Read Genesis 1.1-2.3 aloud. Pause. Read Genesis
1.26-28 aloud.
According to the text, who are we as people and
why are we here? Seek to find as many answers as
possible.
In our modern world, we are told we must determine
who we are and what we want to do in life. In Genesis
1, we see that Christianity declares that God declares

How might you summarize, in a single sentence, your
identity and purpose, as declared by God in Genesis
1?
What might it look like to live in this way?
What might be the benefits of living in this way?
Drawbacks?
Consider concluding your time as a group by
discussing what it might look like to experiment living
out identity and purpose as found in Genesis 1. You
might discuss reconnecting in smaller groups to
discuss the experience.

What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously
thank group members for their honesty if they state

•

•
•

who we are and what we are to do in life. What is the
difference, if any, between the two?

Context and Background
Purpose and Meaning in Life

The concept of purpose or meaning in life refers to the innate
human longing for life to be about more than survival. One
might express this longing as “survival for the sake of
______.” People have long noted the importance of life
having a higher meaning or purpose, sometimes referring to
it as someone’s mission, goal or even their sweet spot. As
Mark Twain famously quipped, “The two most important
days in your life are the day you are born and the day
you find out why.” Doctors note that people who live
with purpose are healthier and more resistant to disease,
and psychologists describe people with purpose as betteradjusted people with a clear path to greater well-being.

While

anecdotal observations point one to the need for
purpose, it was Viktor Frankl who first approached the
issue through the lens of psychology and medicine. Frankl
was a Jewish psychiatrist and neurologist in Vienna during

the time of the Nazi occupation of Austria. Frankl, along
with his pregnant wife and parents, was arrested and
sent to a concentration camp where he remained for
three years, emerging with most of his family, including
his wife, dead. During his internment, Frankl worked as
the camp psychiatrist, counseling his fellow inmates who
were contemplating suicide. Frankl began to notice that
the difference between life and death for these people
could be boiled down to the possession of a meaning or
purpose for which to live. In his groundbreaking work
describing his experience and observations, Man’s Search
for Meaning, Frankl wrote “A man who becomes conscious
of the responsibility he bears toward a human being who
affectionately waits for him, or to an unfinished work, will
never be able to throw away his life. He knows the ‘why’ for
his existence, and will be able to bear almost any ‘how.’”

According to Frankl, discovering one’s purpose or meaning
for living involved more than asking what they expected
from life but what life expected from them.

Woe to him who saw no more sense in his life, no aim, no
purpose, and therefore no point in carrying on. He was soon
lost. The typical reply with which such a man rejected all
encouraging arguments was, “I have nothing to expect from
life any more.” What sort of answer can one give to that?
What was really needed was a fundamental change in
our attitude toward life. We had to learn ourselves and,
furthermore, we had to teach the despairing men, that it
did not really matter what we expected from life, but rather
what life expected from us. We needed to stop asking about
the meaning of life, and instead to think of ourselves as those
who were being questioned by life — daily and hourly. Our
answer must consist, not in talk and meditation, but in right
action and in right conduct. Life ultimately means taking the
responsibility to find the right answer to its problems and to
fulfill the tasks which it constantly sets for each individual.

Later psychological studies have underscored the reality
of Frankl’s observations. A recent study in the Journal
of Positive Psychology reported that in our modern world
having meaning trumps even the pursuit of happiness.
Participants went so far as to describe people who were
happy but lived without purpose as shallow and selfabsorbed. Martin E.P. Seligman, a leading psychological
scientist, has stated that people find a meaningful life when
“you use your highest strengths and talents to belong to
and serve something you believe is larger than yourself.”
Research seems to point, unanimously, to the reality
that people need to live for something which transcends
themselves if they are to live at all. Apart from possessing

purpose or meaning people become disillusioned, distracted
and eventually fall into despair.

While

all evidence seems to point to the need to possess
meaning and purpose, other studies report that possessing
such purpose proves to be elusive. In their 2014 Harvard
Business Review article entitled “From Purpose to Impact,”
Nick Craig and Scott Snook report that fewer than 20% of
leaders have a strong sense of their individual purpose in life
and that even fewer can verbalize this purpose. They further
noted that when pressed, leaders often fall back on a purpose
which is generic or nebulous. In her 2013 article “There’s
More to Life Than Being Happy,” in The Atlantic, Emily Smith
noted that at least 25% of people in America do not have a
strong sense of what makes their life meaningful. It appears
that people within modern American culture struggle to find
that thing which transcends them for which to live. Some
doctors and psychologists point to the rising use of drugs,
alcohol and ever-increasing rates of depression as evidence
of this reality.

Finding transcendent purpose or meaning is difficult in modern
American society because of the rejection of a higher standard
which transcends people. With the rejection of the existence
of God, one rejects a source from which meaning and purpose
might be found. As David Brooks noted in his May 5, 2015
New York Times Op-Ed, until about 50 years ago, this reality
was ameliorated by turning to public figures like Reinhold
Niebuhr, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, and Harry Emerson
Fosdick. However, more recently, public figures are viewed
with great distrust. Therefore, Americans are left with no
higher standard to give them direction. People must therefore
find their own meaning or purpose in life, something which
has become a central focus of many self-help books. However,
the path is confusing because public discourse has become
highly politicized, stripped of all moral content, leaving
people unsure of how to move forward because they have no
conceptual framework upon which to base a decision. When
people, as the existentialist philosophers urged, do conceive
of their own purpose, it is often too grandiose or general to
accomplish, and it may run counter to the purpose of others
so that all efforts to fulfill one’s purpose are thwarted.
This leads to great frustration in life, and can contribute to
a sense of helplessness in life. Therefore, the prime question
concerning purpose and meaning is not “do we need them” but
“where do we find them?”

The Text

Genesis 1.26-28: People and Purpose

The opening chapter of Genesis is perhaps one of the most
important portions of Scripture, laying a foundation for
understanding the entire redemptive narrative of God.
However, rightly interpreting this text has led to much
controversy. Most recently, these controversies center
upon the literalness of the creation account as found in
this chapter; that is, is Genesis 1 a scientifically accurate
narrative detailing how God created? Much of this debate
assumes the author of Genesis set out to answer this
question. However, asking this question would certainly
shock any ancient person. In ancient religious texts,
including ancient Jewish texts such as Genesis, the purpose
of creation accounts was not to detail the “How?” of
creation but the theological “Why?”. While one might draw
some insight into God’s means of creation—God created by
speaking things into being—one cannot press the text for
details without abusing it, making it say what the reader
wishes it to say. In reality, Genesis 1 is an ancient hymn
celebrating God’s creation, detailing the purposes behind
God’s creative activities. The poetical structure is readily
apparent in the structuring of the days which progress
rhythmically—days 1-3 mirror days 4-6—with the
accompanying refrain noting God’s pleasure (Genesis 1.10,

12, 18, 21, 25, 31).
Studying Genesis 1 reveals a great deal about God, which
in turn exposes some of his purposes for creation. As God
creates, he does so in a way that generates incredible variety
and beauty pointing to God possessing a creative nature
which delights in beauty. Further, one can discern that God
not only delights in his creative process, but in his creation
itself pointing to a character of joy (Genesis 1.10, 12, 18,
21, 25, 31). When one considers these characteristics of
God, it is evident that God does not desire uniformity or
conformity for his creation, but he does desire joy which
comes as he engages with his creation.
In this hymn, God’s creation of people receives special
attention as people are presented as the climax of God’s
creative activities. The creation of people begins with God
stating his desire to create people in his image. Literally,

the pronoun is plural leading to questions as to whom
God is referring. Some have argued that God is speaking to
his angels while the traditional answer is that this is the
first reference to the Trinity. While the first answer makes
sense within the wider context of ancient religious myth and
literature, it does not make sense of the immediate context
as the angelic court has no role in creation. It is therefore
best to understand this as a reference to another aspect of
God’s character, the reality that he coexists as one God and
three persons.

In the language of the Old Testament, the word “image” is
actually the word “idol.” In the ancient world, idols were
understood to be the physical representation of a god upon
earth. The idol possessed not just the life and character of
the god (in a muted degree) but the idol expressed the control
of the god wherever it might be located. This context leads to
the understanding that God desired to create people in such a
way that they experienced life as he experienced life, and that
they might serve as his representative within creation, exerting
his control and influence. God makes the later understanding
explicit in his statement regarding his desire for people to rule
his creation.

Having stated his desire to create, God then creates people, men
and women, in his image. That both genders are represented
indicates that maleness and femaleness are not to be used in
the establishment of worth or value. All people are created
in God’s image. However, male and femaleness are part of
the expression of God’s image insofar as gender creates the
possibility of oneness from two, an echo of the Triune life of
God (Genesis 2.18-25).

After he created people, God blessed them and encouraged
them to multiple so they might rule over creation. Clearly,
God intended that people exert his reign over and bring his
presence to all of creation. What this looks like is wrapped
up in the blessing of God. Prior to blessing people, God
blessed the living creatures of his creation (Genesis 1.22).
When combined with his blessing of people, this indicates
that God desires to interact with the living beings he has
created through blessing. In the ancient world, blessing was
a speech act which brought good upon someone or something.
It was akin to prophecy in that it looked to the future, but is
distinct from prophecy in that the person speaking brings the
described future into existence through their words. Blessing
is therefore a gift, both physical and spiritual, which one
places upon another. Jacob’s blessing of his sons is a prime
example of this bestowal of spiritual and physical gifts
through words (Genesis 49). In light of this, it is apparent
that God desires to bestow physical and spiritual goodness
upon his creation. The rest of the biblical narrative bears this
out, perhaps most clearly in Jesus’ Beatitudes, declarations
of the outpouring of God’s spiritual and physical favor upon
people (Matthew 5.1-12; See also Job 42.12.). Therefore,
for people to represent God implies that they interact with the
living creatures of creation, particularly humanity, through
blessing. It appears, at least in this hymn, that God’s intended
purpose for people was to move through life bestowing
goodness upon other people. This purpose is underscored in
God’s calling of Abraham, a calling which pointed Abraham

of a higher purpose of blessing people (Genesis 12.1-3).

This

life of blessing, as intended by God, is witnessed in
the life of Jesus. In Jesus, we discover what it is to be
authentically human, to live as one created in the image of God
(Colossians 1.15). Importantly, blessing was a central part
of Jesus’ life. Jesus brought spiritual and physical goodness
to others through both his actions and his words. The
Apostle Paul recognized this and called God’s people to live
in the same manner, blessing others, including one’s enemies
(Romans 12.14). One might therefore note that people bear
the identity as wonderful creations of God, creatures with
innate worth and value declared and given by God apart from
performance or achievement. Further, God created people to
represent him, interacting with creation by means of blessing.

Real life with Blake:
Is Christianity

still relevant? It is, if it can provide a
framework for life that works, really works. Perhaps one of
the greatest things I need from Christianity is direction in life.
Sometimes this is expressed in terms of identity, purpose, and
meaning. I need to know who I am and where I am going, or am
supposed to go. Here is where I get stuck because in my world
and experience identity, purpose, and meaning are wrapped up
in a big messy knot. In my world, I was taught that I am what
I do. This creates all kinds of problems. If I am what I do, if
I do the right things I find out who I am, but if I don’t know
what I am supposed to do (purpose) I can’t find out who I am.
All I can do is go round and round, doing things until I hit on
something that makes me feel good, but this creates its own
problems because life does not always feel good.

Confused yet? I know I am. I have just boiled it down to
the infuriating basics. It feels like I am living in Alice’s
Wonderland where nothing makes sense because I am talking
to the Mad Hatter. Culture isn’t very helpful. It acknowledges
that I need to know who I am and what I am to do in life, but it
says I have to find it for myself. That isn’t really working on a
number of levels. I don’t know when I have, or if I have, found
my purpose. People work against my purpose, or at least it
appears they do. What I want to do often is so nebulous that I
can’t do it anyway. Have you ever “tried to make a difference?”
What does that mean anyway?
I am coming to learn that I don’t need important mission
statements like “I resolve to live a kick-butt life,” five year
plans, or even a passion for justice or the like. If I want to
know who I am and what I am to do, I need to turn to God. He
made me so only he knows who I am and why I am here. When
I listen to God the answer is simple. I am his precious creation
whom he made to bless others; that is, God made me to move
through life seeking the good of others so that through me

others experience the presence of God. For me, this resolves
a great deal of tension. I am not responsible for ending
world hunger or resolving the North Korean crisis. I don’t
have to come up with a motivating statement. I simply move
through life, seeking the good of whoever is right in front of
me, extending God’s presence wherever I happen to be. I am
trying to discover what this looks like in real life. I think it is
probably a whole lot simpler than I am trying to make it. But
I keep focusing on the person in front of me, and asking for
grace when I don’t/can’t. Honestly, it feels freeing, though
it isn’t easy, but who said doing what you were made to do
would ever be easy?

Real life with You:
Is Christianity

relevant? If Christianity can provide a
meaningful framework for life that works, really works,
then the answer is a resounding “Yes!” Can Christianity live
up to the challenge? Can it help us with our most fundamental
questions, like, those we ask about identity, purpose, and
meaning? It is more than evident that we need to know who
we are and what we are to do in life. Without these, we
quickly become distracted, discouraged, and find ourselves in
the pit of despair. Our culture tells us that we are on our
own in finding our purpose and identity, and a whole industry
has sprung up devoted to aiding us in the task. However,
somehow, becoming the “Ninja warrior of pastoring” just
doesn’t fit. OK. Not for you either? How about resolving to
live a “Commando, take no prisoners, life?” Feeling it yet? I
didn’t think so.

We need more than what our culture offers us when it comes
to finding purpose and meaning. We need an outside source to
tell us who we are and what we are made to do. Christianity
offers just this. Christianity declares that we are the
beautiful children of God, created to live lives of blessing so
that all of creation might experience the glorious presence of
God. It is big. It leaves a legacy. It can take on ninja warrior
status, but how do we do it? It is a whole lot simpler than
we make it. It is moving through life grasping our inherent
worth/value as we seek the good of whomever we find right in
front of us. Sometimes this is big. Sometimes it is small. All
the time it makes a difference. This week, we encourage you to
experiment with what it might look like to live in this way as
you move through life. You might consider finding a friend
to join you, meeting regularly to talk about your experience.

©2017 Union Center Christian Church

