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On a trans-Atlantic flight last year, I carefully opened my 1946 special edition of Lewis 
Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, complete with John Tenniel’s famed illustra-
tions, and read the nonsensical yet ever-popular classic with adult eyes.

In 1862, at the age of 30, Charles Lutwidge Dodgson (pen name, Lewis Carroll), an Ox-
ford mathematician, logician, and photographer, first told the story of Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland to the three daughters of Christ Church College’s Dean Liddell, one of whom 
was Alice. Three years later, the story was published for all to enjoy.

As you read the following excerpt, keep in mind that many characters and episodes in 
Alice are a direct result of Carroll’s puns and other linguistic jokes.

The Mock Turtle sang this song:

Will you walk a little faster? said a whiting to a snail, 
There’s a porpoise close behind us, and he’s treading on my tail.

“If I’d been the whiting,” said Alice, whose thoughts were still running on the song, “I’d 
have said to the porpoise, ‘Keep back, please! We don’t want you with us!’”

“They were obliged to have him with them,” the Mock Turtle said. “No wise fish would go 
anywhere without a porpoise.”

“Wouldn’t it, really?” said Alice, in a tone of great surprise.

“Of course not,” said the Mock Turtle. “Why, if a fish came to me, and told me he was 
going on a journey, I should say, ‘With what porpoise?’”

“Don’t you mean purpose?” asked Alice.

“I mean what I say,” the Mock Turtle replied, in an offended tone.

Cleverly embedded in this tale is a truth as old as the Scriptures: “No wise fish would go 
anywhere without a porpoise.” Lewis Carroll apparently understood what masses of peo-
ple fail to grasp today - that purposeful living is possible and preferable to the seduction of 
an aimless existence. Wisdom always seeks a reason for living.
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Restless Hearts

In our quest for meaning and significance - for finding and fulfilling the central purpose 
of our lives - we would do well to begin our journey with J.I. Packer, a competent and ex-
perienced guide: “God made our life, and God alone can tell us its meaning.” As Creator, 
God made everything for His own glory and is the sole interpreter of His eternal purpose. 
“I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I 
say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please” (Is. 46:10).

Consequently, every attempt to live a purposeful existence apart from the triune God 
results in intense longing without satisfaction, mystery without clarity, passion without 
fulfillment. St. Augustine understood this when he wrote: “You have made us for yourself, 
and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.”

God Has a Plan

These four brief words - God has a plan - ought to dramatically affect the way we live our 
lives. “What we believe,” according to the late philosopher Dallas Willard, “are the rails 
upon which our lives run.” Our beliefs, therefore, ought to be informed by truth and reali-
ty, not by the relativism of post-modern thought, because, noted Willard, “facts are totally 
unforgiving. Reality is what we run into when we are wrong.” In other words, the conse-
quences of wrong beliefs will always be waiting for us.

Many today would maintain that there is neither order nor purpose in the universe. The 
material world, they say, is all there is. That worldview, however, leads to conclusions that I 
am not willing to accept. Years ago, after careful investigation, I affirmed that the Bible was 
God’s self-revelation and could be absolutely trusted because it presents truth that corre-
sponds to reality. The stamp of divine authorship is on every page. The more I read and 
studied it, the more convinced I became that, without ambiguity, the language of Scripture 
reveals that our God is a God of purpose. “The Lord Almighty has purposed, and who can 
thwart him? His hand is stretched out, and who can turn it back” (Is. 14:27).

When speaking of God’s eternal purpose, theologians often refer to the decrees of God. 
By this they mean “he does whatever he purposes to effect or to permit” (Charles Hodge). 
Perhaps no better definition of the decrees of God has been written by man than that 
which is found in the Westminster Confession of Faith: “God from all eternity, did, by the 
most wise and holy counsel of his own will, freely, and unchangeably ordain whatsoever 
comes to pass.”

The inspired voices of Israel’s kings, prophets, and suffering servants all confirm the ve-
racity of these words. The prophet Jeremiah, in a moment of ecstatic worship, exclaimed, 
“Great are your purposes and mighty are your deeds” (Jer. 32:19). David powerfully 
contrasts the finite, contingent plans of the nations with the absolute certainty and finality 
of God’s eternal purposes: “The Lord foils the plans of the nations; he thwarts the purpos-
es of the peoples. But the plans of the Lord stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart 
through all generations” (Ps. 33:10-11). David’s son, Solomon, noted the vast distinction 
between the quantity of man’s plans and the efficacy of God’s purpose: “Many are the plans 
in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails” (Prov. 19:21). Even in the midst 
of his terrible suffering, Job acknowledged: “I know that you can do all things; no plan of 
yours can be thwarted” (Job 42:2). And in an act of humble worship, Isaiah cries out, “O 
Lord, you are my God; I will exalt you and praise your name, for in perfect faithfulness 
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you have done marvelous things, things planned long ago” (Is. 25:1).

According to Old Testament scholars Keil and Delitzsch, the Hebrew word translated plan 
or purpose in the foregoing passages guides us to the uncontested conclusion that “the 
purpose of God is the unity of the thoughts of his heart.” These unified thoughts form the 
ultimate motives for everything that takes place. “The whole history of the world is the 
uninterrupted carrying out of a divine plan of salvation...(God) exercises an omniscient 
control over all things, and makes all things subservient to the designs of his plan of the 
universe…” In short, our God is neither capricious nor whimsical in His ways, but does all 
things according to His steadfast, unchanging, and unified purpose. With tongue in cheek, 
even Mark Twain said, “The good Lord didn’t create anything without a purpose...but the 
fly comes close.”

Is it any wonder, then, that Isaiah, hungry for God’s purposes to be made known, would 
invite divine revelation as he did? “Let it approach, let the plan of the Holy One of Israel 
come, so we may know it” (Is. 5:19).

A Need to Belong

Once we have embraced the truth that God has an eternal plan, a solid foundation is in 
place for our hope that we can find and fulfill the central purpose of our lives. Since God’s 
purpose encompasses “whatsoever comes to pass,” it is quite easy to understand that every 
one of us falls within the scope of His inescapable plan. This is certainly good news for 
everyone who is longing for a more noble existence under the rule and reign of King Jesus.

Admittedly, our need to belong to a person or a cause - to be a part of something greater 
than ourselves - is a powerful force within us. Identification with a company, faculty, team, 
church, group, organization, gang, club, or family may satisfy some of our longings for 
relationship and meaning - but not all. For many, to be someone’s friend, parent, mate, 
coach, colleague, broker, teacher, pupil, advisor, or employer is, sadly, the only ticket to 
meaning they will ever possess.

God alone can satisfy our deepest longings for relationship, meaning, and belonging. He 
is the only One who can tell us the meaning of our lives. He accomplishes this by, first, 
calling us to Himself. He lovingly invites us to come to Him, to know Him, to live in and 
with Him...forever and ever. This is what the apostle Paul meant when he wrote, “God is 
faithful, through whom you were called into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ our 
Lord” (I Cor. 1:9). Talk about belonging! The Creator of the universe extends an invitation 
for us to have a personal relationship with His Son. “It was for this he called you through 
our gospel, that you may gain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ” (II Thess. 2:14).

Whereas these passages teach us about the fact of God’s calling and the means by which 
He calls us (“through our gospel”), another significant text informs us that our calling 
places us right in the heart of God’s plan. Paul, writing under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, tells us that we are “called according to His purpose” (Rom. 8:28). There it is. God’s 
determinations include us. How can it get any better than that?

The Phone’s Ringing

We can all be grateful to the Oxford scholar, Os Guinness, for his excellent book, The 
Call: Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life. For more than three decades, 
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the subject of calling burned in his heart. Then, out of his vast reservoir of knowledge, he 
crafted a work of rare insights and inspiring stories to challenge believers and unbelievers 
alike to answer the question: “Do I have a reason for living, a focused sense of purpose in 
my life?”

Like J.I. Packer, Guinness also proves to be an able guide for us. Consider his well-rea-
soned, almost self-evident, thought: “There is no calling unless there is a Caller.” It is im-
possible to speak of a “calling” apart from a beckoning Voice (though many have irratio-
nally divorced the two and speak of calling as though its existence has independent merit). 
Kurt Oakley, a participant in one of my discipleship groups, quipped after he suddenly 
grasped Guinness’ idea, “The phone’s ringing; someone’s dialing!” Well said - and memo-
rable.

In some of the clearest thinking I have ever read on the subject of “calling,” Guinness 
offers this unparalleled definition: “Calling is the truth that God calls us to himself so de-
cisively that everything we are, everything we do, and everything we have is invested with 
a special devotion, dynamism, and direction lived out as a response to his summons and 
service.” Our primary calling as followers of Christ, Guinness explains, “is by him, to him, 
and for him.” The key, therefore, to answering the call of God, he says, “is to be devoted to 
no one and to nothing above God himself.” Oswald Chambers said it this way: “Be abso-
lutely his.”

Total Surrender

“God calls us to himself, and then he calls us to live our lives for His honor and His glory. 
Our secondary calling, considering who God is as sovereign,” Guinness continues, “is that 
everyone, everywhere, and in everything, should think, speak, live, and act entirely for 
him.”

What is your life all about? Why are you here at this time in human history? What should 
you be doing with your life? The answer to all of these questions is to be found in God 
Himself. Go to His Word (“Direct my footsteps according to your Word,” Ps. 119:133). 
Spend time in prayer and worship. Be filled with the Holy Spirit. Seek the wise counsel of 
trusted friends. Yield yourself entirely to Him and tell Him that you want to live your life 
entirely for Him. “Turn to Christ; seek God; give yourself to the service of his plan, and 
you will have found the key to living in this world which has hitherto eluded you...God 
has no difficulty in making his will known to his servants” (J.I. Packer).

Of course, without the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, any conversation about 
having a “life purpose” would be meaningless. Born of the virgin Mary, Jesus came to give 
us life and to show us how to live.

Is this not the porpoise of Christmas?

John Musselman, The Jackson Institute
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