
PURPOSE: WHY ARE WE HERE? 
GENESIS 1:26-28, 2:8, 15 

The first two chapters of Genesis are full of profound teaching on some of the most basic 
questions that have fascinated humanity throughout the course of history. So far, we have 
looked at Genesis 1 and the way in which it introduced us to God as the Sovereign Creator 
over all of creation. And then we looked at Genesis 2 which was more focused on humanity 
and our relationship with the creation and our Creator. Now we will look at both of these 
chapters one more time to see what they can teach us about our purpose in life.  

Often times when we think about the Garden of Eden or what the world was like in the 
beginning before humanity corrupted it with our own sin and selfishness, many of us have 
this misconception that humanity was just meant to hang out in some sort of garden 
paradise forever with nothing else that needed to be done except to eat, drink and enjoy it. 
We often assume that the world was perfect until humanity ruined it, and because of that we 
now have to work in order to survive. In other words, many of us view work in this world as a 
tragic consequence of sin instead of an original part of the good creation. 

The idea that work is an unfortunate thing that has been forced upon us is not a new 
perspective. In other ancient Near Eastern accounts, the gods are often portrayed as 
creating humans to do all the work in this world so they wouldn’t have to work at all. “In the 
rest of the ancient world it was believed that humans had been created to serve the needs 
of the gods; the gods had grown tired of the drudgery of providing for themselves.”  1

So when we read the Genesis account of creation, we see that not only is it offering 
revolutionary ideas about God, creation and humanity, but it is also offering what would 
have been a revolutionary perspective towards work and humanity’s purpose in this world. 
Genesis 1-2 intentionally confronts what the rest of the ancient world believed about work.  

  C.S. Keener & John Walton, NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, (Zondervan: 2016), 111
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According to the Genesis account, work is good, and work is something that God does as 
well. In Genesis 1 we see God putting in a full week of work, and in Genesis 2 we see God 
getting his hands dirty. In a world that often views manual labor as an inferior type of work 
that is dirty and demeaning, Genesis 2 portrays God digging a ditch to make mankind and 
planting a garden to build him a home. 

The fact that God included work in paradise shows us that there is an essential good in work, 
and that human beings were created to enjoy work as much as they were created to enjoy 
food, beauty, friendships, prayer, rest and sexuality.  

As David Atkinson points out: 

“The Garden is really a park of trees, and the man is the park keeper. He is God’s estate 
manager. His task is ‘to till and to guard’ (2:15), that is: to cultivate and protect. Work is part 
of the responsibility laid on human beings here at the beginning, even before things go 
wrong.”  2

Humans are special creatures who are made for special relationships, but humans are also 
special creatures who have been created with certain responsibilities. In our last study, we 
looked at who we are and what it means to be human. We are the resident caretakers of the 
creation who were made for loving fellowship with one another and trusting obedience 
towards God. But now we must ask, “Why are we here and what is our purpose in life?” The 
creation account in Genesis 1-2 gives us an answer: 

We are here to experience fellowship and to worship; but we are also here to work — 
to work like God and to work with God.   

Other ancient cultures believed that humans were only here to work for the gods, but 
Genesis declares that we are here to work like God and to work with God.  

  David Atkinson, The Message of Genesis 1–11: The Dawn of Creation, (Inter-Varsity Press: 1990), 602
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Human beings were created with certain responsibilities that actually play an important part 
in fulfilling some of our deepest needs. And as we can often see from the discontent and 
unhappiness of those who are no longer working (whether through retirement or disability), 
we lose a significant sense of what it means to be human when we fail to engage in 
meaningful, creative, productive work. And so let’s look at what we mean by saying that we 
are here to work like God and to work with God.  

Work Like God 

In Genesis 1-2, we discover certain responsibilities that provide purpose for human life. 
Combining what we see in those two chapters about the creation of humanity, we read: 

“And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put humanity whom 
he had formed… to work it and to keep it… And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the 
birds of the sky and over every living thing that moves on the land.”” 

God did not put us in the garden to just hang out and enjoy it; he put us in the garden “to 
work it and to take care of it” (2:15). We were created to work and to essentially do what 
God was doing in Genesis 1-2.  

So what do we mean by saying that we are here to work like God and to do what he was 
doing? 

In Genesis 1, we see God creatively working to bring order and value to what was previously 
formless and void. And in Genesis 2, we see God getting his hands dirty to produce an 
environment where human beings could flourish and progress within the creation could be 
cultivated.  
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In Atkinson’s words: 

“God’s creativity is seen (Gn. 1) in bringing form to what is formless, bringing order out of 
what is chaotic, reining in the storm, and containing the power of the waters so that they 
may give life. God’s creativity is seen (Gn. 2) in his provision of a context in which life can 
flourish and civilization develop.”  3

As we mentioned in our last study, human beings are the resident caretakers of the creation, 
but this does not mean that there should be no buildings, no roads, no parking lots and only 
more natural parks. We should never exploit nature in order to support human greediness or 
excess, but we should also never value nature over the needs and well-being of humanity. 
Civilization is a good thing and should not always be viewed as an imminent threat to nature 
or natural resources. Although the opening two chapters make no specific mention of a city, 
the early readers of Genesis would have automatically assumed that the instruction to fill the 
earth implies that humanity would establish a city or cities around Eden and beyond.  God 4

intended for humans to work and develop culture and civilization.  

In Genesis 1-2, we see God caring for all of his creation, but we also see him working to 
create a “good” home for his special creatures — humans. After creating this home, God gave 
us the responsibility to take care of it and to continue developing it. We are here to cultivate 
the creation and to bring order and to create beauty and goodness that continues to make 
this world a good home for humans. We are here to do what God was doing in Genesis 1-2.   

This means that just as God confronted the dark places of this world that were inhospitable 
to human flourishing, so we too ought to work and come up with creative ways to confront 
the things of disorder and emptiness in this world so we can turn them into things of beauty 
and order and goodness. And if we want to experience more meaning and satisfaction from 
our work, we must learn to see the ways in which our work mirrors God’s work by bringing 
form and value to what was previously formless and void. 

  Atkinson, 613

  ESV Study Bible4
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An entrepreneur brings forth a new service or new product that wasn’t there before. A 
business consultant takes something unproductive or inefficient and creates new value and 
brings forth new jobs from it. Teaching children or college students allows you to bring out 
the untapped potential in others and to shed light on this world of possibilities. Doctors take 
disordered bodies and try to make them orderly again. Counselors and therapists take a 
disordered life and try to bring forth fullness and stability. A stay-at-home mom is constantly 
bringing order out of chaos and profound meaningfulness to what seems mundane. A 
groundskeeper cuts the grass and brings order to what was growing wild. An artist takes a 
blank canvas or a block of stone and creates beauty out of it. And a professional athlete 
takes a ball and uses it in a way that creates enjoyment and appreciation.  

We are here to work like God by bringing form and value to areas of life that were previously 
formless and void. We all were created with this desire to do this, and we will feel discontent 
and unsatisfied if we are not doing it in some capacity. And when we begin to see ourselves 
working like God, we will stop viewing work as simply what pays the bills, but rather as 
something that intentionally and purposefully “reflects God’s concern for a world and a 
society of which he can say, ‘This is good’.”  5

Work With God 

Now, the next responsibility that we see when we combine the passages from the first two 
chapters of Genesis is the responsibility to “multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and to 
have dominion over every living thing that moves on the land” (1:28).  

Human beings have been created to fill the earth with more human beings, and to rule over 
every living thing on the earth. And while this might seem fairly straightforward and simple, 
there is a little more implied here than just making babies and being kings over nature. 

The responsibility to fill the earth and have dominion over it is clearly given in the context of 
humanity being made in the image of God. To truly understand our role in fulfilling this 
responsibility, we must be clear on what it means to be made in the image of God.   

  Atkinson, 625
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So what does the phrase “in the image of God” tells us about who we are and why we are 
here? 

Many people simply say that the image of God refers to the fact that we are rational 
creatures or personal beings or that we possess a moral nature. Many people want to try and 
point at something inside of our own consciousness or an aspect of our character and 
declare that particular thing to be the thing that distinguishes us as creatures made in the 
image of God. However, many Old Testament scholars would disagree with this approach.  

As Atkinson points out:    

"[Old Testament specialists] would argue that the image is not a question of a quality in 
people, but of the fact that God has created people as his counterpart and that human 
beings can have a history with God. Westermann argues that ‘human beings are created in 
such a way that their very existence is intended to be their relationship to God.’ The image, 
on this view, is not about something we have, or something we can do: it is about a 
relationship.”  6

In the ancient world in which Genesis was written, kings and pharaohs were believed to be 
the visible ruling representatives of the gods who ruled on behalf of the gods, and so they 
were often considered to be the images of god. So when Genesis tells us that God created 
humanity in his own image to fill the earth and have dominion over it, it is declaring that God 
gave humanity the incredible gift and privilege of ruling his world on his behalf as his 
special representatives. Our responsibility to rule is grounded in our relationship with God.   

And so this sheds some light on what we mean when we say that we are here to work with 
God. There is an implied sense that humans have been given a mission. God is taking 
human history somewhere, and he is partnering with humanity to take it there. God’s plan is 
that the whole earth will one day be filled with those who know him and who serve as his 
ruling representatives over the rest of creation. 

  Atkinson, 376
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Humans are intended to work together and to use the earth’s resources wisely and to rule 
over the creation with the same sense of responsibility and care that God himself has toward 
his creation. And we are here to fill the earth with these kinds of people — those who reflect 
the nature and character of God and who responsibly rule over the world on his behalf.   

Work is not a consequence of sin but an original part of the good creation. Humans are here 
to work together and to cultivate a world that glorifies the goodness, beauty and wisdom of 
our Creator. This means that we should all pursue a line of work that enables us to use our 
unique gifts, that contributes to the common good, that provides for our family and that 
enriches the culture and the overall progress of human civilization in ways that glorify God.   

So, who are we and why are we here? 

We are the resident caretakers of the creation who were made for loving fellowship with one 
another and trusting obedience towards God. And we are here to work like God and to 
work with God. God has created a good world full of unlimited potential and has appointed 
us as his special partners in filling the earth with his image and his glory.  

To put it plainly, we are to take the garden experience and make it a global reality.  

But God has also given us a free choice regarding this partnership and how we will decide 
to carry out the work/mission that he has given us. Will we use this privilege for the common 
good and the glory of God or we will use it for selfish gain and for our own glory instead? 
That was the great question facing the first humans in the garden, and that is the great 
question that still confronts all of us today. 
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