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I wonder if you have ever been inside a maze - a real, big, difficult maze where you have to use your skill and memory to make it through. A few years ago Kaylene and I took our nephew Martin through a hedge maze that it’s in Bright, Victoria. And it was harder that we thought, in fact we were in there over an hour!

For when you are caught in a maze, you realise that most of the paths in front you lead to a dead end. And so it is a bit like what the Teacher has found so far in the book of Ecclesiastes. Because for the Teacher, life is a bit like a maze. For he has gone down the path of fun, of wisdom, of leisure, of work and each time he goes down a path it is like he has come to a dead end. Everything is meaningless he says. Everything under the sun.

But why is laughter meaningless? Why is getting rich meaningless? Why is wisdom no better than foolishness? Because for the Teacher, the paths that these things lead down are all the same - they lead us to a dead end. For none of these things are able to escape the clutches of death. You see, the grave is the big test for meaning. For if we put our trust in something that will not last past death, it really is a waste of time.

They say there is only two certainties in life - death and taxes. But in 2010, in Australia we can still only talk about one of these two things. The other is a taboo. For some reason we can talk about the super profits tax, about GST yet we never seem to talk about death.

Have you noticed that? We may see death on our TVs in the news reports. We often see people killing one another in movies. But it still doesn't make us talk about death. We might talk about the person who died and how much we miss them. We might talk about what they did in their lives, but we don’t want to talk about death itself.

It is interesting that most people don’t organise funeral services beforehand, because they are too scared to bring up the topic. Others never complete a will because they don’t want to be reminded of the fact that they will die. And even when I am organising a funeral service myself few people want to talk about the afterlife. It is not polite conversation, so we ignore it.

But the Teacher will have none of that. And so as we read through Ecclesiastes, death comes up in nearly every chapter. But no more so than in chapter 9. And there he reminds us of something that we all know, but many of us would like to forget. Death is the common destiny for us all.

1. A Common Destiny. Lets read again his words from chapter 9, verse 2. "All share a common destiny--the righteous and the wicked, the good and the bad, the clean and the unclean, those who offer sacrifices and those who do not. As it is with the good man, so with the sinner; as it is with those who take oaths, so with those who are afraid to take them. This is the evil in everything that happens under the sun: The same destiny overtakes all. The hearts of men, moreover, are full of evil and there is madness in their hearts while they live, and afterward they join the dead”
Death happens to us all eventually. Death is indiscriminate. Whether it comes to us when we are young or old, when we have done something with our life, or achieved nothing. It is going to come. And each one of us whether we are buried or cremated, will eventually go back to the dust. The famous Greek philosopher Diogenes was looking closely at a huge pile of bones one day and standing nearby was Alexander the Great. Alexander asked him "what on earth are you doing, Diogenes?" he replied, "I am searching for the bones of your father, but I can’t distinguish them from the bones of a slave.

We will all die. Some sooner, some later. But this is something which we all have in common. It is something which we have no power over. As Eccl 8:8 says, "No man has power over the wind to contain it ; so no one has power over the day of his death. “

But isn't that what we always try to do, escape from death? We try and put creams on our faces, so that we don’t look aged. We go to doctors and surgeons in order to have operations that will delay the day of death's coming. Some people have done what Walt Disney has done. For apparently when Walt Disney died he ordered his body to be frozen, in the hope that someday someone might find a cure for what killed him and then he will be able to be raised back to life.
It reminds me of the story of a man who went to a fortune teller and he asked the old woman, where was he going to die? The fortune teller was a bit shocked by this question. She said many people ask me when they will die but no one has ever asked me where before. But the man insisted, if I know when there is nothing I can do about it. But if I know where I will die, I will make sure that I never go there again.

Death, the Teacher says, is our common destiny. Time and chance may bring it closer or farther away from us, but eventually we will be caught in its clutches. 

Now this is an important truth for us to face, whether we are young or old. I remember organising some stuff with my dad a couple of years ago with his superannuation. And he reminded me that he was only a few years off the average Australian males life span. I looked at him, hardly believing it. What Dad may not always be around? Us younger people think we are indestructible. But even older people curse at not being able to do what they used to do. They rant and rave at the fact that their body is wearing out. We have a common destiny, but we also have....

2. A Common Avoidance Because not one of us want to think about death. We are bit like Woody Allen. He once said "It's not that I am afraid to die. I just don’t want to be there when it happens." And the Teacher knows that. He sees that within the heart of man is this avoidance of this topic. And in chapter 7, verses 1 & 2, he says "A good name is better than fine perfume, and the day of death better than the day of birth. It is better to go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting, for death is the destiny of every man; the living should take this to heart”
We shouldn't avoid it, we should take it to heart. We should ponder it. For death makes life come into sharp focus. It shows us what is really important. It makes us think about why we have been put here and what we do in life that will have any long term value. The Teacher says it is better to go to the house of mourning than the house of feasting.

I don’t know whether you ever saw the movie Four Weddings and a Funeral. But the one funeral in the movie, is the funeral of Gerald and in the eulogy, it was said of Gerald that he got more excited at funerals than at weddings, for he knew there was more chance of him having a funeral than a wedding. So is that what the Teacher is saying here?

We'll sort of. He is saying that yes there is a time to laugh and a time to cry. But there are some people around us who only want to laugh. There are some people around who only want to party. And these people never realise there is a time for both. And so when you go to the house of mourning, it reminds us that death is our destiny too. And it reminds us also that we shouldn't avoid death. Sure we don’t run after it and think that it is brilliant. But death is a part of life, a painful part yes, but something that makes us reflect and meditate and think about our eternity, our relationship with God, what life is all about.

3. A Common Hope So there is a common destiny, a common avoidance, and also a common hope. And we see this in verses 4 to 6 of chapter 9: "Anyone who is among the living has hope --even a live dog is better off than a dead lion! For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no further reward, and even the memory of them is forgotten. Their love, their hate and their jealousy have long since vanished; never again will they have a part in anything that happens under the sun”
What is the Teacher saying? Put simply where there is life there is hope. Each one of us will pass away and the dye will be caste. What happens at death is total, there is no more life under the sun, it is permanent, it is forever. We have just one life, it might be 90 years, it might be 70 years, it might be 15 years. And it is in this life that we must make the decisions about our eternal future.

Now it has become quite common in recent years for people to start believing in reincarnation. Where this life is a testing ground and if you do well you climb the social status of life - next time you might come back as a rich person if you are good and a cockroach if you have been bad. For reincarnation, this life is not all that we have, we are in a constant cycle of life that will go on eternally. But the Bible is quite clear. We have only one shot at life.

It disappointed me recently when I was talking to someone after I had done a funeral for their family and they said on the afternoon of the funeral a black bird sat on the back fence of their home and they all thought that it was their father watching over them. But we don't watch over our kids after we go. We don’t go up into the sky and direct the next generation of life here on earth. No our contact with the earth ends when we die.

So a person alive is better off than the one dead, because they can still make the right decisions about their eternity. Whereas when you are dead your time for decision making has ended. So it is up to us, while there is life, while there is hope, to make it through the maze of life - to ensure that we are not going down a dead end. 

But how are we going to do that? What path should we travel? We have a common destiny, a common avoidance, a common hope and the Teacher says the believer, the Christian, should have an uncommon approach to life - and that approach is be encouraged by what God has given you right here, right now...

4. An uncommon approach to life Look with me at chapter 9, verse 7, "Go, eat your food with gladness, and drink your wine with a joyful heart, for it is now that God favours what you do." The wise man tells us firstly to Go. To wake up, to move on. Go on enjoy life - eat your food, drink your drinks and do it with a joyful heart. Why? Because that is all there is to life? Because the most important things in life is what you do at the dinner table? No because these are gifts to you from God.
So be content with what God has given you. Such a simple concept but one we often forget. The grass isn't greener on the other side. Its greener where you water it. We don’t have to keep up with the Jones, let’s just accept what God has given us now and enjoy it. Be content and be comfortable.  "Always be clothed in white, and always anoint your head with oil." Don’t scorn what God has provided for you. For you may not always have these little luxuries but if you do, don’t despise them. And look at verse 9.

"Enjoy life with your wife, whom you love, all the days of this meaningless life that God has given you under the sun-- all your meaningless days. For this is your lot in life and in your toilsome labour under the sun.” Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the grave, where you are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom

Contentment, comfort and companionship. Marriage is a gift from God so enjoy it. Friendship helps us along in life – don’t despise it. In fact whatever you do in life, do it with enthusiasm and confidence. This is the way to live life to the full. Throw yourselves into things. Don’t sit on the fence. Remind yourself that God is with you. Enjoy the gifts that he is gives you.

Here is a believer, a man who has a relationship with the true and living God saying that not all the paths in the maze, not all the paths in life lead to a dead end. And yet we know that the New Testament has something more to add doesn't it? There is one path that doesn't lead to a dead end. That is the way, the truth and the life that comes from Jesus. 

He is the one who died on the Cross to give our lives meaning. He is the one who can lead us through the grave, through the spectre of death. If we give our life to Jesus and follow him where ever he leads us, he will lead us right past death. He will make sure that death has lost its sting and he will take us all the way to an eternity prepared for us.

You see we as Christians shouldn't be worried about death. I love the quote attributed to David Livingstone, the great British missionary, when he was asked if he feared that going to Africa was too difficult or too dangerous. He answered, "I am immortal until the will of God for me is accomplished." (Repeat) 

But that is still only half true. Because even after we die we are still immortal, because as Christians, we are still within God's will! For death is not the end. It is not the big bogey man we think. For Jesus has made it lose all its power. In fact death is not to be feared, it is to be welcomed. For each one of us should have the dilemma of the apostle Paul. 

Remember what he said in Philippians 1 "I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labour for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.  Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, so that through my being with you again your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me”

Now that is the right attitude to death and to life. That whatever God gives us, our prayer is that it will be done for the glory of God. We are not to seek death, but we are not to avoid it either. We are to do everything to the glory of God. So is that your philosophy? Is that why you work, play, sleep, eat, spend your spare time?

Let me end with a quote, a famous quote from a missionary who lost his life in Ecuador. His name is Jim Elliot. And he said "He is no fool, who gives up what he cannot keep, to gain what he cannot lose." (Repeat)

Let us give up what we cannot keep. Give it to God. Make sure death doesn't claim it. And so make for yourself riches in heaven. For life is a maze, it is a highway with many exits, but only one leads to eternity and that’s the way of following Jesus. So let’s ensure that we put all our eggs in that basket.


