Network Church – Purpose – 20 September 2026
Visual aid: bread and wine set on a pedestal

Good morning. 
I'm really pleased to be able to share with you this morning this introduction to our next sermon series, which is on purpose. Purpose in our homes, our work, our church, and our community.
Let me start by asking the question we normally ask at the end of these talks. The question for cell groups to consider. “How do you prepare for a new sermon series?”
We’re going to look at some big questions. Why are we here? What are we actually supposed to do with our lives?
Introduction
Church can sometimes feel a bit theoretical; full of great ideas that may leave us wondering “what next?” 
But Jesus doesn't leave it there. He says, "If you love me, you will obey my commandments." He doesn’t say that as a threat. It's a guide for what our hearts will come to desire as we come to know him better. We follow him and his ways because we love him. 
Meaning and purpose in our lives come from an integrated faith. One where our spirituality and physical lives are properly joined together, not kept in separate boxes.
Think about the words sometimes said at the end of Communion: "Send us out in the power of your Spirit to live and work to your praise and glory." What do those words actually mean, “to live and work to God's praise and glory?” 
I hope this introduction will help us answer that question. Before we go on in later weeks to look in more detail at purpose in home, work, church, and community.
Where We're Headed 
Here's our roadmap for the next twenty minutes or so.
First, we'll look at God's big story: the nature of reality itself, and his work of reconciliation and restoration. Because I see little no point having a purpose that doesn't line up with God's purpose.
Second, we'll look at our big purpose: what it means for us, as men and women, to be creators, prophets, priests, and kings.
Third, we'll look at our individual purpose: what it means for each of us, personally, to fulfil our own roles, within that bigger picture.  Where do I fit in God’s story? Not, where does he fit in my story?
It's All About Love 
But there’s something I’d like to emphasise first. Everything God does is motivated by love. His very existence as three persons in one (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) comes from love. His creation of the universe comes from love. His relationship with us is all about love.
He invites us to take part in his purpose, but he never does that by simply using us. We are never a means to an end for God. He invites us in, because he wants to bless us. To give us joy, meaning and adventure. And to bring us to maturity.
He never overburdens us. He certainly gives us responsibilities because they help us grow, but never more than we can cope with. He certainly doesn't ask us to save the world. 
Sometimes he asks us to do something unusual, but far more often it isn't about doing more. It's about doing the same things differently; the way we treat our bodies, the way we speak to our neighbours, the excellence we bring to our work.
A Cross-Shaped Story 
I find it helpful to picture God's big story in the shape of a cross. 
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We live in the middle of a story far bigger than ourselves. Somewhere between the Garden of Eden and the New Jerusalem. And we live as a kind of connecting bridge between heaven and earth, with one foot planted in each.


God's Big Story: The Nature of Reality 
So, what is the nature of reality? What's the big story we're actually part of?
Let’s look at this bread and wine. What do we see?
Our modern culture struggles with spirituality and meaning, and therefore with purpose.
This bread and wine are a good example. It's sometimes difficult to see anything more than just bread and wine. And yet, spiritually, the whole history, future, and meaning of the universe is compressed into these two simple things. 
If we struggle with symbolism at Communion, we’re going to struggle with God’s purpose for us in our live, because his purpose asks us to see beneath the surface of things into a deeper reality.
Why do we struggle with this? I think it's the legacy of a particular combination: Greek philosophy, the Reformation, and the Enlightenment. 
Together, they've left us with a dualism that separates the spiritual from the material. And even when the spiritual is acknowledged, it's put above the material, as something higher and more important. 
They've made us distrustful of stories, in case a story is being used to control us or to smuggle in a value judgment about someone else's tradition. 
Our devotion to rationality has left us suspicious of the mystery and symbolism that are spoken about on nearly every page of Scripture. 
Our scientific progress has largely advanced through analysis by reduction. Breaking things down into parts. That often blinds us to the larger picture we need in order to understand what God is up to. 
A theology of "justification by faith alone," taken the wrong way, has left many of us nervous about the value of work itself. 
And too often, God has been limited to my private faith, rather than known as the incarnate Lord of the whole of global history.
The result is that when we look at this bread and wine, we don't really grasp, the way the early church would have grasped, the full weight of Jesus's words: "This is my body. This is my blood."
It's the same with purpose. The narrowed, modern, cultural view of reality that many of us have inherited means we struggle to connect with the purpose God actually gives us. 
God asks us to work with him. To participate in his purpose. To be his friend and co-worker. And we find that hard.
It requires us to trust a story that is much bigger than our own individual lives. 
In a world of science, technology, politics, war, and chaos, we're simply not used to picturing God as involved, moment by moment, in every corner of human existence.
For some of us, who thought Christianity was mainly about me and my salvation, so that I can go to heaven, this call to purpose may challenge us with a much bigger and more demanding gospel. 
It asks us to accept mystery and uncertainty.
It isn't about power or politics. It has a different definition of success. 
And as Protestants in particular, it challenges us to care as much about how well we love others in practice, as we do about the precision of our theology.
So, when we become Christians, we're not simply saying yes to a small idea about my personal salvation; perhaps with a decent moral code attached for how to run society well. 
We're taking a step into a fundamentally different way of seeing and understanding everything.
It's rather like the children in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, who step through the back of an ordinary wardrobe and discover the far bigger, far more real world on the other side. A world with a genuine, and I have to say far more exciting, purpose behind it than the one they left.
Because in the true reality of God’s creation and story, everything material is infused with the spiritual. Everything is sacramental, everything is symbolic. There is no such thing as a separate "religious" sphere and a separate "secular" one. Christ sustains everything. Everything is a gift, animated by God's Spirit, which is love.
In this different reality, the supernatural isn't unnatural. It's simply the natural, made brighter.
We need to learn to value what God values. And he values the physical earth every bit as much as he values spiritual heaven. For the earth is the place where heavenly principles work themselves out.


Reconciliation and Restoration 
In this reality, God's purpose is to reconcile everything to himself. To overcome every hostility and every barrier that stands between humankind, creation, and God. This was achieved at the cross. It has present-day implications, but it isn't a political or economic programme.
God has already begun the process of restoring the earth and everything in it. If we have eyes to see, we can spot the first fruits of that restoration even now.
God has always wanted to live and be at home with his people. First in the Garden of Eden, then through the Temple, and now through the church and individual Christians. 
One day he will complete that process, when heaven comes down to fill the earth. That will be the New Jerusalem. Every aspect of human culture will be refined, like silver in fire, to give glory to God. Creation itself will be released from its bondage to decay.
The Book of Revelation at the end of the Bible, and indeed the rest of the Bible if we read it carefully, is clear. We don't go to heaven. Heaven comes to us.
God isn't going to destroy the earth, or rapture us out of it and leave the earth behind. That's why we say, in the Creed, that we believe in the physical resurrection of the body. Which is an extraordinary claim about the future of present-day physical reality.
And the New Jerusalem isn't a return to Eden. Nor is it simply the cherry on top of the cake once we've done our best with our own ideas of progress. 
It's a transformation of everything that has ever existed, past, present, and future, everyone who has ever existed, and every action that’s ever been taken. All of it passed through the refining lens of what God deems to be valuable. 
And that's why it's described as a city, not as a garden. A city that will carry something of our human contribution within it. In the New Jerusalem there’s both discontinuity and continuity with where we are now. 
So, history is a cross-shaped story. It has relevance now: upwards and downwards, as we learn to bring heaven to bear on earth. And it has relevance across history: horizontally, from beginning to end.
Forgive me for spending so long on this story of reality. But I think if we don't grasp it, we won't fully grasp our purpose either.


Our Big Purpose 
So what is our big purpose, as humankind?
In our labours, God works in us and through us, by the power of his Spirit. In this sense, we are co-workers, partners, with Christ. We're called to be like Jesus, the perfect human, in whose image we were made: Jesus, the creator of the universe, full of love and faithfulness.
That gives us four roles.
We are creators: called to create, to make new things, and to make things new: families, churches, workplaces, cultures. It's a task of constant formation and re-formation.
We are priests: those who unite heaven and earth, bringing blessing down from heaven by living lives of love and faithfulness toward God and one another, and lifting the earth up to heaven through prayer.
We are prophets: those who read the times, discern the season, and share God's wisdom, encouragement, and warning. That, at its heart, is the good news.
And we are kings: those who know right from wrong, who apply God's justice and his mercy, and who create the conditions in which others can flourish.
In the hands of the world, these words (creator, priest, prophet, king) can sound like tyranny, and sadly they have often been expressed that way. But in the hands of God's people, they're expressed as servant-hearted responsibility. Gifts that are to bless and release, not force or control.
In Hebrew, there's one word, avodah, that means both work and worship. 
Our work isn't just evidence of our faith; we're not saying we're justified by our works. But we are called to work just as much as we're called to believe. Simply sharing our faith is only part of our calling. The Great Commission is part of the Creation Mandate given to us in Genesis. This is the mandate to fill the earth with human society and to use and care for creation, all in relationship with God.
The Great Commission doesn’t replace the Creation Mandate. In the Gospels Jesus talks about eternal life maybe 20 times. He talks about the Kingdom over 100 times.
When we act as creators, priests, prophets, and kings, we contribute to the "now but not yet" of the Kingdom of God. The idea that the first fruits of the Kingdom are experienced now, even though it won't be fully realised until Christ's return at the end of time. But we're also contributing to that future New Jerusalem. With God, nothing is lost.
This gives us hope both for now and for the future.
That's why the things we do in faith that seem ineffective or insignificant are not, in the end, either ineffective or insignificant. Christ's death on the cross redefines success, and God's purpose in our lives redefines effectiveness and significance.
Every persecution suffered in faith. Every seemingly unanswered prayer. Every right given up, every career foregone, every truth spoken in love at great cost. Every cup of water given, every sacrifice made, every step taken in obedience, every child put lovingly to bed at night by a weary parent. These too are building blocks out of which God builds the New Jerusalem.
Sometimes our faithfulness expressed through our purpose may appear to achieve nothing. Sometimes it achieves what we might hope for. And sometimes it achieves far beyond our imagination. But results are not the test of value in God's eyes. God values our faithfulness, and the impact of that faithfulness rests with him.
Our Individual Purpose 
Finally, what does this mean for each of us, individually?
We all have a role to play. Both the Bible and modern psychology agree on this: meaning is found by pursuing a purpose outside ourselves. We don't find it by concentrating too hard on me.
We don’t need to endlessly ask the Lord what special thing he wants us to do. The Lord gives us many roles, and they change over time: we are all at various times children, siblings, students, parents, church members, workers, neighbours. 
Primarily I think we fulfil our purpose by fulfilling these ordinary roles. And through doing so with as much love and commitment as though we were working for the Lord himself.
We are not called to save the world through politics, or technology or business; useful as these things often are. 
There's no hierarchy of roles in God’s Kingdom. The last shall be first. The widow's mite counts for as much as the largest donation.
Every part of the body has a function. Including those parts to which we humans are inclined to give the least honour. It’s not for us to judge the contribution of others, but to strive to live in unity with Christ as our head.
And perhaps, above all, in this current season, marked by an increasing centralisation of power and control, our task is simply to be fully human: to be cautious about anything that diminishes our humanity, and to stay close to the natural order of things: God, people, community, and creation.
I hope we can recover confidence in the value that we have to bring to society.
So, as we look again at this bread and wine, let's remember: this is where the whole story meets us. Creation, cross, and new creation, all held together. That's the story we're invited into. And in the weeks ahead, I really look forward to us unpacking what that means for our purpose in home, work, church, and community.
Here’s the question again for cells to consider, “How do you prepare for a new sermon series?”
Book suggestions
Some suggestions if you’d like to follow up.

	Title
	Author
	Denomination
	Content

	
	
	
	

	God’s Homecoming
	Tom Wright
	Protestant
	Heaven comes to earth


	The Heavenly Good of Earthly Work
	Darrell Cosden
	Protestant
	Our work matter now and for eternity


	For the Life of the World
	Alexander Schememann
	Eastern Orthodox
	The world is symbolic


	Love Alone is Credible
	Hans Urs von Balthasar
	Catholic
	Love is context for everything
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