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A number of years ago, I went on a holiday that I had been dreaming about for years and years. My friend Jim and I, organised our back packs, walking boats and wet weather gear and headed south to Tasmania where we hiked for over a week through the Lake St Clair, Cradle Mountain national parks. It was a superb holiday. And for me the highlight was climbing about six peaks along the way.

For I love the thrill of me against the mountain, the testing of your skills and fitness, the fresh air, the ability to see for miles and miles, and the pure enjoyment of God's creation. It really provides me with a wonderful break from my work and motivated me when I was tired, when I just wanted a warm bed, when you feel like a pizza and coke, and instead you have deb potato and dehydrated meat. So you go on, you climb that mountain and you get to the top despite the difficulties.

That is what gets me to the top of a mountain. But what motivates so many of us to get to the top of the ladder - the sporting ladder, the corporate ladder, the money ladder. For so many people in their jobs or careers, want to go higher and higher. So many people will go without sleep, will miss out on their weekends off, will spend time at the office rather than at home so that they can make to the top of the ladder. Why? Why do they give up so much? And what happens when they get to the top of the ladder, does it satisfy or is it meaningless?

You see the Teacher is looking at everything under the sun, everywhere here on this earth for meaning. And he has seen that it is not found in alcohol, in fun, in wisdom. But now he turns and has a detailed look at money and careers. Maybe that has meaning. Maybe that is the place to put all our efforts in and so he looks at those who want to climb the mountain, the ladder to success. And to do that he firstly looks at the start....

1. The Start - purpose in the preparation. What motivates people to start in the first place? Why do people plunge so much of their time and effort into their careers? And in 4:4 he finds a reason, it is to keep up with the Jones - "And I saw that all labour and all achievement spring from man's envy of his neighbour. This too is meaningless, a chasing after the wind."
What causes us to climb the mountain? The fact that someone else is already ahead of us up that mountain. Now that seems silly doesn't it? It seems a stupid reason why people would want to achieve in their work, but often it is true. We work so that we can earn money so we can buy that new outfit which is in, so that we can live in that nicer suburb, so that we can go on that holiday that we heard was so fantastic, so that we get that upgrade on our computer because our neighbour's computer is able to do so much more.

A lot of time we want to achieve so that we can keep up with the Jones, or better still, be one step ahead of them. Many years ago a major American company had trouble keeping employees working in their assembly plant in Panama. Their labourers had lived for generations in an agricultural, barter economy, but this American company was now paying them in cash. So they had more money than they had ever seen before, so many just gave up their jobs, satisfied with their lot.

This company was at its wits end, how were they to keep their labourers? Well the solution that they worked out was that when they next gave out their wages, they gave out along with it a Sears catalogue, I suppose the equivalent to a David Jones catalogue. From then on no one quit, because they all wanted the previously undreamed of things they saw in the catalogue.

You see the Teacher sees that many people work because they are envious of what other people earn or because they are envious of what other people own. Many people but not everyone. Sure some people do it to provide for their family, but the Teacher points out the family grows up, and who knows whether they will squander what you give them or use it wisely. Others do so to make themselves feel good, to look after number 1.

Why do you think Rupert Murdoch still works, or Bill Gates or Jamie Packer? Don’t they have enough money now to stop pushing themselves? Don’t they own nice enough houses, fast enough cars? If they are climbing the mountain to make themselves more comfortable, they will never stop climbing. As one rich real estate tycoon from Dallas once said, "If you go into business with the idea of erecting an empire, all you do is make yourself a nicer cage. You're a prisoner of the monster you created. And it’s lonely.”
The Bible puts it another way. In 1 Tim 6, Paul says, "People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin & destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith & pierced themselves with many grief’s”

Basically what the Teacher is saying is, if you are going to climb the ladder to success check your motivation. Because if your motivation is wrong, you are going to make a big, big mistake. If your motivation is wrong you will never, ever achieve meaning in your life. So why do you work hard at school? Why do you go to work each week? What motives you each day to get up now that you are retired? Proverbs 16:2 says "All a man's ways seem innocent to him, but motives are weighed by the LORD”

So what motivates you, because the Lord will weigh our motives. But what's more, not only does God weigh our motives, but if our motives are not right then we will never find meaning in our lives. So when we think about our careers and about climbing the ladder to success, we have to begin with our motivation. Do we do it for ourselves, for others, for greed, for envy? Or are we doing it for God. In our last sermon on Ecclesiastes, we were reminded that whatever we do for the Lord would never be in vain. Our motives are important as we start thinking about our career.

2. The End: fulfilment in the finish. But let us leave our motivation and go to the end of the journey. What happens when we get to the top of our chosen field? When we are the boss of our firm, when we have the money we previously dreamed of making. What happens when you get to the top, is it all worth it? What is our fulfilment in the finish?

Well don't forget the teacher is well qualified to answer this question. Earlier on in the book we saw that he was the most successful king in Jerusalem. He had achieved great building projects, he had more silver and gold and possessions than anyone before him. Well what does the Teacher say about getting to the top of the corporate ladder? In chapter 5:10 he says, "Whoever loves money never has money enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income. This too is meaningless".
He says if you are chasing after money and fame, it is like a drug. The more you get, the more you want. The more you have, the less it satisfies. Just as the addict needs the next hit, so the rich man craves the next business deal. Now let’s do a little experiment shall we. I want you to think about when in your life you were the richest you have ever been? When did you have more assets, more money than any other time in your life?

I would bet for many of us, that is right now. We are richer than we have ever been in all of our lives. Now that might not be all that rich, but it is still better off than any other time and yet most of us would feel a little bit more comfortable, a little more secure if we had just a little bit more. Money is a drug. It always forces us to climb a bigger mountain, a taller ladder.

But the next verse goes on to say the more money you have, the more people have their hand out for your money. Look at 5:11"As goods increase, so do those who consume them. And what benefit are they to the owner except to feast his eyes on them?" 
Why do you think people are so cagey to tell others that they have won the lotto? Because they are scared that everyone will start knocking on the door, with their hand out. As you become more and more successful, there will be more advisors, secretaries, family and friends, more dependents who will want a share of what you have earned. 

For the more money you have, the higher you climb the corporate ladder, the greater the worry and the stress. Check out the next verse in chapter 5, verse 12, “The sleep of a labourer is sweet, whether he eats little or much, but the abundance of a rich man permits him no sleep.” 

You see the more you have, the more you have to lose. And it’s quite true that worrying about money, worrying about making money, worrying about your business does keep you awake. But if you are someone without the responsibilities of money, you are more likely to have a good night’s rest.

But the Teacher goes on and says when you are at the top, you can lose it all. In fact ultimately you will lose it all, because you can't take it with you. But you may lose it before you die as well. Because stock markets do crash, misfortunes do happen, money does depreciate. Now this is what scares rich people the most. That even though they are at the top of the mountain, even though they have so much, they could lose it all.

You probably have all heard a story equivalent to Hetty Green. She was to some people anyway, America's greatest miser. She died in 1915, leaving an estate of over $1 million, probably the equivalent of $100 million today. But even though she was that rich, she always ate cold oatmeal because it cost too much to heat it. Her son had to suffer through a leg amputation unnecessarily because Hetty wasted so much time looking for free medical treatment, that he wasn't examined early enough. Hetty Green was wealthy, but she chose to live like a pauper. Why? She didn't want to lose what she had.

Friends wealth and money doesn't guarantee happiness. As the Beatles said "Money can't buy you love." I don’t know how many couples I have seen where the husband spends extra time at work, because he wants to better provide for his family. But the wife just wants to see the husband more. But I'm sure that if the husband stopped that extra work, many wives would complain that they have dropped their standard of living.

The Teacher is saying here, watch your motives in climbing the ladder to success. And when you get there, it just isn't worth it. So where does that leave us? What are we to do then with our work, with our careers, if in the end it is all meaningless? Well the Teacher would say climb the mountain if you want, but enjoy the journey at each step of the way.

3. The Joy in the Journey What I mean by this is that the joy is in the travelling not in the arriving. The meaning in life is not chasing after the mountain peak experience, or climbing to the top of the ladder, it is enjoying each step of the way that God gives you, right here and now. So don’t look to the future and say “If only I could have such and such“. But eat and drink and enjoy your job or lot in life now. Realise that God gives you everything that you have. He is the one who not only gives you wealth, in fact he gives you the ability to make wealth. It comes from him. It is all from him and him alone.
So there is no need to chase after wealth, chase after God instead. “Wealth is useless in the day of wrath” the proverb says “but righteousness is of great worth.” Jesus once said “you can't serve two masters, you must choose between God and money.”

So if we want to have meaning in life, if we want something that won’t cause us to worry, or won’t disappear, chase after God. Follow him and him alone. Enjoy the journey of life, here and now. Each step has been given to you by God. Each step is from his gracious hand. Each step we are not alone, but we can place ourselves at God's side.

In fact the Teacher goes on and in 5:1 says not only enjoy each step of the way but “guard your steps,” watch your steps. Realise that you are on holy ground. Accept that you are even now in God's presence. Don’t offer the sacrifice of fools and tell God what you can do for him. You know the type of prayer where you say to God "Lord if you give me this I'll give you that."

Do you think God can be bargained like that? Do you honestly think that you can give anything to God? Don’t forget everything you own has come from his hand in the first place. Everything you own has been given to you by God in trust to use wisely. So enjoy your journey, for God is a gracious God who loves to give good gifts to his children.

Let me end by telling you the story of William Randolph Hearst, a man who made his millions in newspapers and whose passion was collecting fine works of art. One day he was reading an art magazine and he saw there a description of a piece of art which he felt he must have. He called in his agent and said, “I must have this. I want you to find who owns it and no matter what the price, buy it.”

Well this agent started searching for this piece of art. He searched and he searched and he searched and after months of searching he found that this particular piece of art was actually housed in the city that William Hearst lived in. In fact he found it in William Hearst own warehouse, with many other great works of art that had been purchased and left in their crates for storage. You see Hearst had been searching for a treasure that he already owned.

And that is I think the great danger of money, of wealth, of achievement. It blinds us to the treasures we already have. And creates in us a thirst for something we don’t yet have. But when you think about it, if we are Christians, we have the treasures of the world at our disposal, at our fingertips. We have every spiritual gift, we have a relationship with God, we are able to live in the manner that God made us. We have a family, a wonderful Church family, food, friends, so much going for us. Yet we are not satisfied with these things. So instead we chase after money or fame or status. We climb the ladder of achievement and get there and realise that there is nothing there.

So let's get off the treadmill. Let’s remember what God has given to us now and what he promises to give us in the future. Let us stop being blinded by the cheap treasures and trinkets that this world is offering us. And let us enjoy the life that God has given us. Let us revere our steps before him. And let us be content with what our gracious God will give us. In short, let’s seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness and then all these other things will be added unto us.


