IS THERE ANYTHING GOOD TO DO WITH OUR LIVES?
Ecclesiastes 1:1-12 – 2:26;  Romans 8:18-21

INTRODUCTION
"Vanity of vanities," says the Preacher, "all is vanity." The Beatles sang in one song, "What are we living for? to rent an apartment on the second floor? It's a dead end street." And Michael Caine looks over the parapet of a bridge over the Thames and then back at his little dong and asks, "What's it all about, Alfie?" in a film of the same name.

So our Preacher puts himself to the task of finding out what it's all about. In chapter two, verse 3, he says, "I wanted to see if there was anything worthwhile for men to do under heaven during the few days of their years." Or is it really just a great wearigoround? That is about as far as his musings have taken him so far.

Where will he start? Will he start with what man always regarded as higher ground? If he is a pagan, which is the way of his thinking, seeing things merely as "under the sun," without reference to God, he is at least a noble pagan in the best of noble pagan traditions. He would hold his own with Socrates and Plato and Aristotle. Well, he starts, first of all here,

1.	I WILL STRIVE FOR AN ANSWER TO THE RIDDLE OF LIFE IN WISDOM
"So I set my mind to seek and explore by wisdom concerning all that has been done under heaven" (1:13). That is a noble venture, surely. The highest creature putting to use his highest faculty, the mind, to answer the deepest question of life.

But I'll tell you right now what I found, he says (1`13b). "It is a grievous task that God has given to the sons of men to be afflicted with." And you want to know why I come that that conclusion? Let me tell you, "I sought and explored" (13a). I explored – I surveyed the whole scene of human knowledge; I left out no loci, as they say. And I sought – although I covered all the ground, my survey was not superficial, I dug down to the bottom of things; and as a son of a king, he continues, I had all resources at my disposal. The best teachers, the best books, the best internet access and study facilities. I applied myself and succeeded. I was dux of the class. I graduated summa cum laude. 

I have seem all the works that are done under the sun. I've seen that there are things in life that are crooked. He didn't mean crooked in the sense of immoral at this point. Just that the affairs of this world are awry, they are not straight, they are out of kilt. "The times are out of joint," said Hamlet. And there are also things lacking – things half-baked, things incomplete. What is he on about?

Perhaps it is this: however it came about, when you're young everything is fixable. Maybe "the times are out of joint;" but we go on, forgetting that Hamlet added that it was a cursed spite, and say, "I was born to set it right." Apply the rules, apply the principles of God even, and everything will work out; the wrong will be righted; things will be dealt with in a clear cut way. And the millennium will come.
But the Preacher is not so young any more.. He has had to struggle with some of life's and the world's shortcomings and, frustration upon frustration, for all the wealth of wisdom and knowledge my heart has observed, I have found that the crooked cannot be straightened and what ain't there can't be counted. So we have this irksome business of having to live with incompleteness and unsuccess.

I told you it was a grievous business, wisdom. In fact, the more wisdom, the more grief (1:18). Another degree, increased knowledge – what's it good for in the end? Well, if its real wisdom and real knowledge in which we are actually learning to think about life, it only hurts more. So much for wisdom; ignorance would have been bliss, after all. We had better try something else.

1.	I WILL STRIVE FOR AN ANSWER TO THE RIDDLE OF LIFE IN PLEASURE
Indulge myself, I said. Wine, women and song; rugby, racing and beer is the New Zealand version. And remember, he says, I was king in Jerusalem; I could afford the delights of all the pleasures to the full. But I'll tell you right off: the pursuit of pleasure is also futility. "Laughter is madness and pleasure achieves nothing" (2:2).

And you want to know why I say that? I was pretty disillusioned to find that wisdom bore no answer, but surely there must be something worthwhile for man to enjoy the few years he has under the sun?

So I gave myself to wine first, to pleasure, to frivolity, to full on hedonism. He did a sort of Timothy Leary, the California University professor in the 60s, and turned to seek altered states of consciousness in wine. Today we'd also try drugs and various meditation techniques. But even as I gave myself to all this, I kept my wits about me so that I could evaluate what I was trying out.

I threw myself into creative pursuits and produced great cultural achievements. I created the second Garden of Eden and a city within it. You could almost say; he god to Revelation 21 quicker than God is going to! With vineyards and orchards and parks with ornamental trees and beautiful ponds to irrigate them. I had herds and flocks larger than any other king in Jerusalem before me. I did not do this thing by half measures. I had slaves, male and female. I bought some. Others were born in my house. And land – whole provinces, in fact.

And he filled his city with all civilized delights – up to and including a four part choir (verse 8). And uncivilized delights, comments Kidner, "the pleasures of men – many concubines." There is nothing original about K Road or Hugh Hefner – he's just another Johnny-come-lately.

And because of all my cultural achievements, I became great. I got name and fame. That too, more than any other in Jerusalem before me. Even as people came from all over the world to see Solomon and hear his wisdom.

Now as I said, I did all this to the full. I lived the abundant life – so far as it can be lived under the sun. "All that my eyes desired I did not refuse them. I did not withhold my heart from any pleasure, for my heart was pleased because of all my labour and this was my reward for all my labour" (verse 10). In its way, it satisfied me. And yet. "Thus I considered all my activities which my hands had done and the labour which I had exerted, and behold all was vanity and striving after wind and there was no profit under the sun" (verse 11)

And others have found it exactly the same since. Methos and drunkards and druggies find it everyday in every city of the world. When it comes to culture-builders, we have come to the end of the road in the West too. You can see that in our glorification of discord and sheer ugliness in music. And art sinks to new lows of mockery and blasphemy and pornography and violence with every new exhibition that Te Papa puts on.

When it comes to concubines, the story is just the same. Thirty-five years ago Mick Jagger couldn't get no satisfaction even though he tried and he tried and he tried. And in his younger days, when his band used to trash their hotels, Rod Stewart admitted that even though they had more sex than they could cope with, they wrecked their billets because they were bored. (Perhaps now he hasn't got his model Hunter, he'll do better with his model train.)

So the Preacher does a comparative analysis of these things. "I turned to consider wisdom, madness and folly." He has already said that pleasure is passing; it is vanity (2:11). That's why he calls it folly (2:3, cf. 2:1). And laughter is mere madness (2:2).

But we remember that he has concluded that striving after wisdom is vanity also (1:17f.). To put a turn on another old song, wisdom and pleasure are two roads down the ravine, but the view from the bottom's just the same.

True, at least the wise man has eyes in his head while the fool stumbles along in darkness. But what good is that? Wisdom only increases the pain as we realise how futile, how pointless life is. It only turns the knife in the wound when it dawns on you that the same fate awaits the ascetic erudite and the debauched hedonist, the exceedingly wise and the utterly foolish.

The irony is delicious. There, just last week, were the sycophants of the President of China and the Prime Minister of Japan wrangling over hotel rooms to make sure one did not have a plusher suite than the other and both had gold taps in the bathroom. And a day or two before, all the bums and street kids were cleared out of central Auckland for such great people must not see the scum of the earth. And yet, in the end, their high mightinesses who sleep under brocade bed-spreads and the lowlies who have newspapers for blankets and park benches for mattresses will one day fatten the same worms. Mr Jiang Zemin will one day share a bed with those protestors he was too delicate to be offended by last Friday.

And all the momentous decisions Mrs Shipley made in her great wisdom to entertain these greats will lead to the same 6x2 plot six feet under the clay as the protestors and bums she wouldn't allow to spoil her party. "The wise are remembered no more than the fool" (verse 16). If I asked you to mention three great names of the twentieth century, I bet I'd get Stalin, Hitler and Mao more times than Churchill, Solzhenitsen or someone else who has, on balance, been more benefactor than bane. The fate of the fool is as the fate of the wise. "For there is no lasting remembrance of the wise man as with the fool, inasmuch as in the coming days all will be forgotten. And how the wise man and the fool alike die!" (verse 16) And we stand on our rights and our dignity!

I will strive for the answer to the riddle of life in wisdom.
I will strive for the answer to the riddle of life in pleasure.

3.	I WILL STRIVE FOR THE ANSWER TO THE RIDDLE OF LIFE BY LABOURING FOR GOLD
Again, he lets us in on the conclusion first off in verses 18-19. "Thus I hated all the fruit of my labour for which I had laboured under the sun, for I must leave it to the man who will come after me. And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control over all the fruit of my labour for which I have laboured by acting wisely under the sun. This too is vanity. "

I had to labour for the stuff. It doesn't grow on trees, you know. Four times in six verses he tells us his wealth was the fruit of the labour with which he laboured. Twice more in the same six verses he tells us he laboured for it with wisdom – and knowledge and skill. And to make sure you really get the picture, for good measure, he adds that all his wise man's days his task was painful and grievous (2:23). Even at night, his mind was turning over.

And gall and vexation, he has to leave it to who knows who! And he will have authority over all the fruit of my labour! That he gets it when he has not laboured for it sticks in the throat enough. That he might be a sloth and a fool and blow what it took me a lifetime to accumulate with maybe just a month of riotous living is more than I can bear. 

It is vanity; it is a very great evil; it drives me to despair. If you want to know the truth it eats my heart out that I might be duped like that. So I hated life and I hated my life's work. 

Well, is there anything worthwhile for men to do during the few days of our lives on this earth? (2:23) Is there any point to life? Not according to the dux and dunce and not according to the dupe now either. And yet, the funny thing is 

4.	WISDOM, PLEASURE, LABOUR AND WEALTH ARE GOOD!

"There is nothing better for a man than to eat and drink and tell himself that his labour is good. This also I have seen, that it is from the hand of God. For who can eat and who can have enjoyment without him? For to a person who is good in his sight he has given wisdom and knowledge and joy, while to the sinner he has given the task of gathering and collecting so that he may give to one who is good in God's sight, This too is vanity and striving after the wind" (verse 24-26).

We have to notice three things about this matter.
i)	There is the matter of balance. You see it there in verse 24. The problem with the Preacher as he sought satisfaction in life was that he threw himself into one thing or another – either intellectual endeavour or pleasure or – the guy was surely a workaholic and a pretty bitter one too! But we are to work and enjoy what we produce with our work. Even as we are not allowed to enjoy what we don't work to produce – at least not what we get "through ill-gotten gain." If a man won't work, neither shall he eat, says Paul. And in verse 26 wisdom and knowledge and joy are all spoken of together.

Life is to be wholesome. Perhaps there is something to be said for (what I think is) the old Jewish idea that in a true education, one acquired a trade first and then did his university study. So Paul, a real intellectual of his age, was also a tentmaker.

ii)	There is the matter of perspective – the way we view things.
As for labour, there is nothing better than to eat its fruit; a man's soul shall see good in it – when we see it as a gift from the hand of God. And pleasure too. Turn verse 25 into a statement and it says; we can eat and have enjoyment with God and it is not possible to have enjoyment without God. And wisdom and knowledge and joy God gives.

But when our Preacher sought wisdom, did we hear anything about wisdom's first principle? "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom and to depart from evil is understanding"? Not a word. Rather we hear, "I set my mind to seek and explore" (1:13).

When he tried pleasure, was any thanks given to God for it? Was it taken in moderation (Paul), as the fruit of one's labour? No, he gave himself to it. He deliberately set about to stimulate his body with it. He indulged in it, in a flood of excess – many concubines; all that my eyes desired, I gave them; I did not keep my heart from any pleasure it desired.

And did he do anything to the glory of God? As he cultivated the earth, did he do so as a steward of God's creation? No, it was all labour merely under the sun. He did it merely as a man-pleaser, not as a slave of Christ, doing the will of God from his heart, as Ephesians 6:6 speaks about the matter.

But when the Preacher looked at life like this, as if there were not God in heaven, he was not just unbalanced; he did not just have a wrong perspective; it is a

iii)	Matter of morality. It is a matter of sin and righteousness. The man was trying to find the answer to life. He tried to find it in wisdom. He tried to find it in pleasure. He tried to find it in work. And none of them contained the answer. They all ended up in futility and frustration. God deliberately made the world like that – since the Fall.

Chapter 1:13 says, "It is a grievous task which God has given to the sons of men to be afflicted with." For when we try to find meaning in life merely under the sun, in the things of creation, we sin. For surely, if we want to understand ourselves, it will be as we see how we should relate to Him who made us, won't it? Toot-toot, the little red train, only really enjoyed being a train when he stayed on the tracks and stopped trying to go his own way over the fields.

So, out of grace, God subjected the creation to this futility, in hope – that we would find out just what the Preacher found and perhaps turn to him.

The Puritan, George Herbert, wrote a poem about all this. It goes
When God at first made man, 
Having a glass of blessings standing by;
Let us (said he) pour on him all we can:
Let the world's riches, which dispersed lie, 
Contract into a span.

So strength first made a way;
Then beauty flow'd, then wisdom, honour, pleasure:
When almost all was out, God made a stay, 
Perceiving that alone, of all his treasure,
Rest in the bottom lay.

For if I should (said he)
Bestow this jewel also on my creature,
He would adore my gifts instead of me,
And rest in Nature, not the God of Nature:
So both should losers be.

Yet let him keep the rest,
But keep them with repining restlessness:
Let him be rich and weary, that at least,
If goodness lead him not, yet weariness
May toss him to my breast.

This is a matter of sin and righteousness. "For to a person who is good in his sight he has given wisdom and knowledge and joy, while to the sinner he has given the task of gathering and collecting so that he may give to one who is good in God's sight. This too is vanity and striving after wind" (verse 26).

And who is good in God's sight? Simply whoever lives conscious that we do live in God's sight, in God's world and that life is a gift from him.

Congregation, do we live like that? For his glory? Giving him thanks everyday for all the gifts of life? And especially for his Son who loved us and gave himself for us?

Or will you spend you life as an unrepentant sinner? What a stupid thing to do! For to the sinner he has given the task of gathering and collecting so that he may give to one who is good in God's sight. And that is vanity and striving after wind.

It may not seem that that is the way that life works out often. But remember that God works in the long term and the meek shall inherit the earth in the end whole the works of the wicked shall be given to the righteous or be burned with fire along with themselves. That is worse than vanity and striving after wind. That is eternal terror.

Brothers and sisters, do we have life in balance? Young people, young parents, don't worry too much about money. With food and clothing be content. Don't teach your children to strive after vanity and wind. For if we reap wind at all, it will be whirlwind. "What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul?" asked Jesus. Do we constantly remember that not just our works, but every idle word will be called into judgment by the living God? Are we still mere sinners? Or have we received the righteousness of Christ and seek to put it on and please God with it every day?

Man's chief end, congregation, is not wisdom; nor pleasure nor labour and wealth – even though all three, under God, are good. Man's chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him forever. And as we seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, all these other things will be added unto us.									 Amen.

    Rev. John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 19th September, 1999.

