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Ecclesiastes 1 (mid)
Almost every day I drive my car either up or down Banora Hills drive. Now that used to be just like any other street, but a while back, everything changed. A young teenager called Tony, somehow managed to get his bike up to the top of the water tower and rode off it, to his death. After that there were always flowers or a plant at the spot that he landed. People sprayed painted Tony’s tower on the side of the water tower, or we love you, Tony. And even though it is gone now, every time I drive past there, it reminds me that some people see life as having no hope and that their only solution is suicide. 

Up at Point Danger there is a set of rocks under the lookout next to Duranbah beach. I used to go jogging around them regularly. At other times I would take friends, family or visitors up there and show them a spectacular view. I used to love it there. But a few years ago there was a party up there, lots of young people enjoying themselves and a young bloke called Dillan broke up with his girl friend. He went home, couldn’t sleep, went back to the party and threw himself off those rocks. The darkness became so black he couldn’t see any light at the end of the tunnel. I did Dillan’s funeral and I can still remember the grief on the faces of his family and friends.

There are now a lot of suicides in our community. In fact William Deane, the ex the Governor General of the Australia once put youth suicide as the number 1 issue facing our nation. But it is an issue facing not just Australia but also this region in Tweed Heads. We probably all know someone who has committed suicide. Probably the most horrendous thing I have ever had to do was when I was rung in the middle of the night by a lady that I knew, in her late thirties, telling me she had just slashed her wrists and would I come and get some help for her.

People are committing suicide because they see that this world has no more to offer them except pain and frustration. And that death is the escape hatch, what seems like their only friend. But it is not just our young people, for in the last couple of years there has been much talk about euthanasia. Where old people want to end it all because they can't cope with the restrictions of life in their elderly or sick bodies.

It raises real questions for us. What is life all about? Where do we go to find meaning? Is death our only friend when we get depressed or down? Do we as Christians have any thing to say, anything to contribute, anything to point to, that will help our young people, that will help our older people, that will help anyone who sees no meaning in life?

1. Under the pen Well in the OT, in a book written probably 2 800 years ago, one man has a go and tries to work some of these things out. This man is the writer of the book of Ecclesiastes. He doesn't tell us his name. But he tells us in verse 1 that he is a teacher, that he is a king in Jerusalem, he tells us that he is a son or a descendent of King David.
Now what sort of person would be a good person to help us think about the meaning of life? He would have to be a wise person, who had plenty of time to think things through. Who had access to many other great minds and to the world at large, who was rich enough to experiment in all sorts of lifestyles. Someone then who could give everything a go and come back and tell us the results.

Well the teacher is just the man. Because he was wise he could evaluate all sorts of answers. Because he was the boss of the country he had as much time as he wanted. Because he was rich he could go anywhere and give everything a crack. And so inspired by God, he searches for meaning in life. So under this writers pen is the hand of the Teacher, most like King Solomon, someone who can give us an answer to our questions.

2. Under the Sun. But how does he go about finding an answer? Well the teacher is bit like a developer who wants to put up a new building on the site where an old building is already standing. You probably have seen this sort of thing go on every once in a while on TV. They need to get rid of the old building. So they put a whole heap of explosives in the building, tell the police, make sure no-one is too close to the action. And then wooshka the whole structure comes down in a second or two. But it’s dangerous business, isn’t it? For if you get too close the flying rubble could kill you!
Well it is the same with the teacher. Over the next few weeks as we look through the book of Ecclesiastes we will find ourselves in some sort of danger, because the buildings, the structures, the way of life that so many of us as Australians rely upon are going to be demolished. And that is hard to take. At times we will think that many of the things that are dear to us have been shown up as useless, as meaningless. But the teacher would say that we have to get rid of the old building before we put up the new one. 

I suppose for us at midweekchurch the danger will be in coming just once or twice over the next six weeks. It will be best if we can come for every sermon for then we will get the most out of what the teacher is to say. We will see his whole argument.

Well the teacher begins to look around at life and in verse 2 we get the summary of what he is going to say, "Meaningless! Meaningless!" says the Teacher. "Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless." A pretty depressing start isn't it? At first glance a better name for the Teacher would be the Pessimist! Or the Kill Joy or maybe even the Wet Blanket.

But let us look just a little bit closer at his conclusion. He says it again in verse 14 "I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind." The things that are meaningless are the things under the sun. Now what does the Teacher mean when he says those words "under the sun?" For it is important that we come to grips with this phrase because it is like a chorus that resounds right through the book - in fact it appears 29 times.

It means that the teacher is looking at everything from the ground up, right up to the sun. He is talking about what he can see, smell, touch, taste. It’s a hands on look at what is around us - what works, what doesn't. In short what is going to survive here on earth? And the Teachers answer? Nothing is. Everything will disappear. All is meaninglessness. 

But why? Why does the Teacher say that? Well according to. v.3 You gain nothing from your labour.

What do you take with you from all your work that means anything? What is going to make it through death from all your hard work? The Egyptian Pharaoh’s built huge pyramids to store their wealth and clothes and favourite possessions, sometime even their favourite wives (who would want to be the favourite wife eh?) so that they would have something with them in the afterlife. The Viking Lords often were buried in their boats so that they would make it across the oceans to the afterlife. But those things just stayed in the ground, they just rotted. All their hard work lead to nothing.

But even if we weren't going to wait for our deaths, what have you got to show now for all work so far in life? If you are anything like me you might have a few dollars in the bank, a few possessions but not much to show for 25 years work. For most of us the achievements of a lifetime of work are pretty modest.

b) But there is another reason why life has no meaning - nothing changes. See v. 4-7. The teacher gives us quite a few examples in the physical world. The sun comes up and then the sun goes down and the next day it comes up again. It is one long cycle. The wind blows from the south, and then it turns and then it blows from the north and then it blows from the south again. Is it ever going to make up its mind? The streams go to the sea, the water is then evaporated up to the clouds and then it ends up back in the streams. Life seems to be one big cycle. The Lion King movie called it the circle of life.

Just take a typical person’s life for a moment. They get up from bed and have to shave - but won’t you have to shave again next morning? You go to the toilet, to get rid of yesterdays food and then you eat so that you have to go to the toilet soon after! You then clean your teeth, because by eating, you just dirtied them. You do your hair and it never learns how to fix itself up just right does it? Then you go off to work and tackle the same sorts of problems as last week. 

You get home do some chores, eat again, wash yourself, unless you are English and only do it once a week, and then go to bed because the 8 hours sleep you got last night only last you a day. Do you see the cycle in life? Aren't we always doing the same thing? Doesn't the routines in daily living show us how meaningless most of the things we do are in the long term? It’s true, that at times life seems to be going nowhere!

c) But the third reason why the teacher thinks that life is meaningless is that everything is wearisome, see verse 8 -11. Everything makes us tired. We can never see enough. We can never have enough. We can never do something that is completely new. We never remember the people that were around a few years before us. Everything we do makes us tired. In short nothing we do will really change things for good. We have a saying today that says something similar. “The more things change, the more things stay the same.”
This teacher isn’t very optimistic is he? Look at verse 14, "I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind." He doesn't sound like the sort of guy that you would invite around to cheer you up. He’s not  the life of the party is he? You wouldn’t want to invite him around for dinner would you?

But what he says is right and true. And a lot of people today who are caught up in the spiral of life would agree with him. Why am I studying so hard at school, when I'm going to struggle to get a job? What am I going to do to fill this yearning in my soul when success only feeds a greater desire to succeed, when the affects of alcohol and drugs wear off, when I find happiness in the arms of another, but they decide I'm not the one!

When we stop and think, when we ask the hard questions, when we look around at the meaning of life under the sun, we see what we can touch and taste and smell and see will not take us very far at all. Living life for the things it achieves under the sun is useless. 
But what about above the sun? What about what we can't see or smell or touch or taste? What about the one who made this world but we can’t see? Is there more to life? Is there any answers? Is there a way out of our maze or our puzzle or our dilemma?

The Teacher has knocked an old building down by the end of the first chapter. But we don’t know what he is going to build in its place. In fact as we go through the book of Ecclesiastes we will find out that the Teacher has a lot more demolishing to be done before he comes up with a solution, before he shows us his answers.

Now I don’t want to give all the answers away just yet, after all there is a lot more ground to be covered. But remember that the book of Ecclesiastes is just one book in a much larger book, the Bible. And some of these issues are spoken of later on, especially by Jesus. Listen to these words from Luke's gospel

And he told them this parable: "The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, 'What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.' "Then he said, 'This is what I'll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I'll say to myself, "You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry."  

"But God said to him, 'You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself!’ "This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God." Then Jesus said to his disciples: "Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body what you will wear. Life is more than food & the body more than clothes

Do you see what Jesus is saying? If we live just for what we can get out of this life we are fools. For it will all disappear. But we need to be living life so that we are rich not in material things, not in things under the sun, but rich toward God. We need to live life not under the sun, but under God's son, Jesus. 

Life is more than just food or drink or pleasure. Life is about connecting yourself with your Creator. If you live for the here and now, you will be discouraged for at times you will see your best efforts at times come to nothing. You will realise that this world can be grossly unfair. And that will tempt you to give up.

But if you see yourself as a child of God, as a friend of God's Holy Spirit, as so precious that Jesus died for you on the Cross; then you will find a meaning in life no matter what happens. You will have hope even when you are depressed. You will not feel alone even when your best friends, when your family lets you down. So don’t live just under the sun, but under God's Son. For if your take God out of this world, it loses its meaning. But put God back in and you will never be lost without meaning.

So what are you living for? What is the most important thing in your life? For if it is your partner, or family or money or job, one day you will find these things are meaningless in helping you cope with life’s ups and down. But if it God’s son, Jesus, then there is always hope, always guidance, always direction, always a way forward, God promises that. 

And what about your neighbours and your family, where are they going in life? Are they on the treadmill of success, of money, of fun, of enjoyment? They won’t find meaning there! That path just leads to disappointment. It leads to despair. 

Meaning only comes when we connect to our Creator. When we begin to look at things not from under the sun, but from God’s son’ point of view. When we switch off the TV and start to pray. When we turn off our computer and open up our Bible’s. When we try and think through God’s thoughts after Him. I’m not saying this is easy. I’m not trying to give you a simple solution. But I am wanting to launch you onto the right path, onto God’s path, which leads not just under the sun, but beyond the sun.

Our world has taken God out of the sciences, out of history, out of the newspaper, out of education, out of ethics, out of everyday life and the result has been catastrophic. The question is, are we happy for that to remain happening? Are we happy to live without Him and what will be the implication for our family and our society? 

Friends, life is meaningless for many, many people that we know. But if it has meaning for us, then we have the privilege, the responsibility, the calling, to point people back to their Creator God and their Saviour Jesus. To demolish the false thoughts and in their place erect for them something that will have real meaning and purpose. A relationship with their God and that happens only through His Son Jesus Christ.

