Life is Meaningless

Ecclesiastes 1-2

Preached by Pastor Chris Chia to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 3-4 November 2001.

1:1 The words of the Teacher, son of David, king in Jerusalem:

2 "Meaningless! Meaningless!" says the Teacher. "Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless."

3 What does man gain from all his labor at which he toils under the sun?

4 Generations come and generations go, but the earth remains forever.

5 The sun rises and the sun sets, and hurries back to where it rises.

6 The wind blows to the south and turns to the north; round and round it goes, ever returning on its course.

7 All streams flow into the sea, yet the sea is never full. To the place the streams come from, there they return again.

8 All things are wearisome, more than one can say. The eye never has enough of seeing, nor the ear its fill of hearing.

9 What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun.

10 Is there anything of which one can say, "Look! This is something new"? It was here already, long ago; it was here before our time.

11 There is no remembrance of men of old, and even those who are yet to come will not be remembered by those who follow.

12 I, the Teacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem.

13 I devoted myself to study and to explore by wisdom all that is done under heaven. What a heavy burden God has laid on men!

14 I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind.

15 What is twisted cannot be straightened; what is lacking cannot be counted.

16 I thought to myself, "Look, I have grown and increased in wisdom more than anyone who has ruled over Jerusalem before me; I have experienced much of wisdom and knowledge."

17 Then I applied myself to the understanding of wisdom, and also of madness and folly, but I learned that this, too, is a chasing after the wind.

18 For with much wisdom comes much sorrow; the more knowledge, the more grief.

2: 1 I thought in my heart, "Come now, I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good." But that also proved to be meaningless.

2 "Laughter," I said, "is foolish. And what does pleasure accomplish?"

3 I tried cheering myself with wine, and embracing folly--my mind still guiding me with wisdom. I wanted to see what was worthwhile for men to do under heaven during the few days of their lives.

4 I undertook great projects: I built houses for myself and planted vineyards.

5 I made gardens and parks and planted all kinds of fruit trees in them.

6 I made reservoirs to water groves of flourishing trees.

7 I bought male and female slaves and had other slaves who were born in my house. I also owned more herds and flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me.

8 I amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinces. I acquired men and women singers, and a harem[1] as well--the delights of the heart of man.

9 I became greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me. In all this my wisdom stayed with me.

10 I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. My heart took delight in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor.

11 Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.

12 Then I turned my thoughts to consider wisdom, and also madness and folly. What more can the king's successor do than what has already been done?

13 I saw that wisdom is better than folly, just as light is better than darkness.

14 The wise man has eyes in his head, while the fool walks in the darkness; but I came to realize that the same fate overtakes them both.

15 Then I thought in my heart, "The fate of the fool will overtake me also. What then do I gain by being wise?" I said in my heart, "This too is meaningless."

16 For the wise man, like the fool, will not be long remembered; in days to come both will be forgotten. Like the fool, the wise man too must die!

17 So I hated life, because the work that is done under the sun was grievous to me. All of it is meaningless, a chasing after the wind.

18 I hated all the things I had toiled for under the sun, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me.

19 And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control over all the work into which I have poured my effort and skill under the sun. This too is meaningless.

20 So my heart began to despair over all my toilsome labor under the sun.

21 For a man may do his work with wisdom, knowledge and skill, and then he must leave all he owns to someone who has not worked for it. This too is meaningless and a great misfortune.

22 What does a man get for all the toil and anxious striving with which he labors under the sun?

23 All his days his work is pain and grief; even at night his mind does not rest. This too is meaningless.

24 A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work. This too, I see, is from the hand of God,

25 or without him, who can eat or find enjoyment?

26 To the man who pleases him, God gives wisdom, knowledge and happiness, but to the sinner he gives the task of gathering and storing up wealth to hand it over to the one who pleases God. This too is meaningless, a chasing after the wind.

1.    Circle of Life: Debit and Credit  (1:1-15)

How do we make up our minds? How do we come to our conclusions? Perhaps nothing is more unjust than opinionated people who give their airy/superficial/cheap conclusions without much basis. Let’s say you have a bad experience with a taxi driver when you first visit Singapore. Then you conclude: “All Singaporeans are rude!” You see, a superficial opinion, it has no impact on me, holds no water for me.

The Teacher (Qoheleth) is giving his opinion about life. Indeed he has come to the grand conclusion about the meaning of life. And the grand conclusion is 1:2 - “Meaningless! Meaningless! Utterly meaningless!” Unlike the superficial, airy and cheap opinion, this is an observable, repeatable and true finding. How do we know? V2: He has gone about observing life “under the sun”. “Under the sun” – means the school of life, the laboratory of hard knocks. He did not go to university to examine his thesis. He did not start an intellectual roundtable to debate this. His is the empirical, even scientific, method. Why scientific? Because what he is claiming is BOTH testable and repeatable. And when you test and repeat you’ll find that it is true of every civilization, culture, and country. This is true of every peoples and every person.

What is the Teacher’s empirical method of observing life under the sun? In modern day context, what this teacher did was this. He walked about the HDB heartlands. He saw families rising about 6 am to rush their children to school. He saw parents ferrying their children from one tuition centre to another. He walked around Raffles Place and saw men/women making appointments/cutting deals. He walked around our gyms/clubs and saw people sweating out their stress. In other words, he walked around observing life under the sun in our home places, workplaces and play places and his grand conclusion is: “Meaningless! Meaningless!” Why so? Read 1:3 – “There is no gain for all the labor, all the efforts and energies we give to this enterprise call ‘life’.” “No gain” means “no profit”. It is an accounting term. At the end of the day, the only thing that makes our life worth all the trouble we go through is “to gain/to make a profit” – something has been added to me or I have added something to the world/life. I desperately want to make a difference.

Illustration: Two questions we often ask: Where you buy? How much you buy? We are always on the lookout to get the better deal. Don’t believe me? In the Bukit Timah stretch of road – there is a petrol war. 10% discounts. What happens? There are long queues to save 10%. The jams have gotten quite bad and tempers flare. They have to put a traffic policeman. Why do we queue in life? We queue for gain/profit. We somehow feel a great satisfaction thinking we have gotten the better deal. We paid less and got more. We feel contented to know we have milked the most out of a situation. This is the debit and credit approach to life/the sale mentality, which the writer is talking about. At the end of life you want to add it all up and find you have a credit, a surplus, you have been enriched, you have been fattened. Nobody lives for a loss. And all the myriad activities we engaged in is geared towards us gaining/profiting. That’s the purpose of life we start with and continue for. But what is the grand reality of life? He says: “There is NO gain/profit!” Why so? Let’s read Ecclesiastes 1:4-11 together.

a.    Repetition of human activity and nature

Life under the sun is repetitive. It is a repetition of two things. Repetition of human activities – (verse 3) “generations come and go” and (verse 9) “whatever has been done will be done again”. It is also a repetition of nature – “the sun rises and sets, the winds blows south and then north, the streams flow into the sea yet it never full”.

In other words, life is a circle - beginning nowhere and going nowhere. Anywhere is a good place to jump on and anywhere is good place to jump off the bandwagon of life. Whether we jump on or off – we don’t make a difference. For there to be gain/profit, there must be “newness” - new politics, new government, new policies, new economy, new inventions, new global architecture, new players, new powers that be – convincing ourselves that WE are doing something new. We want so much to believe that we - the new kid on the block - are better than the old faces who put up the block. But soon we’ll discover what Ecclesiastes is saying – “that it was here already, it was here before our time” - there is indeed nothing new. Solomon came to this truth three thousand years ago. Life is a circle. Generations come and go. They don’t make a wit of difference.

Illustration: The great English playwright Shakespeare came to the same conclusion 300 years ago when he wrote: “All the world’s a stage”. The earth that God made is the only constant and indeed the only witness to the repetitive circle of life. Generations come and go. We come into the world trying at times to beautify it, at other times to destroy it; at times to defend it, at other times to occupy it. But at all times presuming we are making it a better place. That we are invincible. But the only thing that remains invincible is the unchanging earth that God made and unchanging circle of life that God has designated for us. And the earth is the unchanging witness to the fact: “Life is meaningless. There is no gain/profit to all our activities. Life is repetitive.”

b.    Boredom!

If life is repetitive, life is a circle – then you know what that means? It means that life is boring. Not that it’s idle with nothing to do. It’s in fact the opposite – it’s so busy with too much to do. But because life is meaningless, because there is no gain/profit to all our activities, because life is repetitive, we make no difference, then the truth of the matter is this: you and I are just filling time and killing boredom. It’s a sobering truth. Sometimes we see ads on vans: “Pest Busters!” What a job. Imagine handing out your name card. It reads: “Chris Chia - Pest Buster”! The truth of the matter though – all our name cards should read: “Christopher Chia - Boredom Buster, Time Filler.” That’s who I really am, who you really are. But we spice it up and camouflage it with “Manager/Systems Engineer/Banker/Doctor/Lawyer/Reverend” – different titles to hide what we are really doing on earth – filling time, killing boredom.

Illustration: I sat there in the great Sheldonian Theatre used for Oxford graduations past 400 years. An impressive buildings designed by Sir Christopher Wren. That impressive theatre that have seen thousands graduate over the centuries. It’s the same graduation halls, just different vice-Chancellors/students. The writer of Ecclesiastes is saying: The ONLY thing that outlasts everything else is “the earth”. The only thing that keeps changing are the players/ occupants of the earth. But they cannot change the script, the plot and the ending. So it will be the same schools, different teachers/students; so it’s the same company, different managers/workers; same Parliament, different MPs; same hospitals, different patients, same cemetery, different corpses. If the walls of our home places, our workplaces, our play places, our food places had ears, eyes and mouth. If they could be personified, they would scream: “We have seen it, we heard it all. It’s all the same. The same ambitions, the same anxieties, same plotting, same issues, same quarrels, same ending.” It’s really the same stage, same play, same plot, same script, just different actors. We, like every set of actors, like to think we are putting up a better show, giving a better interpretation to the play of life. BUT all that we are REALLY doing is filling time and killing boredom.

In the movie Dead Poets Society, the teacher played by Robin Williams, whispers to his students: “Look at the former students in the photos on the wall who have passed though this great school. Where are they now? They are food for the maggots (worms)!” There is nothing new, so says Solomon 3,000 years ago. So wrote Shakespeare 300 years ago. So we discover 3,000 years later in Singapore. This is the testable and repeatable truth of life: “Life is repetitive. There is no gain. All we are doing is filling time and killing boredom.”

Link: How do we try to find meaning? How do we try to gain/profit? How do we try fill time and kill boredom? Because we do. As our representative investigator, the teacher tries wisdom/folly, pleasures and work.

2.    Life: Filling time and killing boredom

a.     Pursuit of Wisdom & Folly: To examine or not examine life? (1:16-18, 2:12-16)

There are two kinds of wisdom: human vs Godly wisdom. The wisdom here is most likely human wisdom. Why? Godly wisdom, we saw last week and will be told in this book (in 3:14, 5:7, 7:18 and 12:13) comes from fear of the God. Indeed, the fear of God is the beginning of Godly wisdom. There is no indication of fear of God here in Ecclesiastes 1. This wisdom is ground up, not top down wisdom from God revealed in His Word. This is the way we view and weigh the world without God. This is the way we conduct business here on earth without God. This is wisdom devoid of God. This is the creature trying to work out created world without Creator. This is mankind trying to make sense without his Maker. This is diabolical wisdom - the dark side of wisdom. The wisdom that aspires to be like God.

This is the wisdom that on the macro scale plans our education, our health care, our economics, our politics, our societies - all without God and what who he is and what he is doing. This is the wisdom, which on the personal level, fills our diaries, palm tops and our days without any recognition of God. This is the wisdom that does not allow God to enter into our deep conversations about life at we sip coffee at Star Bucks and Coffee Bean. As Plato said: “For our discussion is of no trifling matter, but on the right way to conduct our lives.” The writer embraced and embarked on this weighty human wisdom – discussed in coffee shops, researched in universities and think tanks and found it useless – “a chasing after the wind”.

Illustration: I love visiting my sister in Brisbane. Only one thing I do not like is that her family does not buy newspapers. Constantly joke that I’ve entered a cultural wasteland. Feel like I’m brain dead for that week. No Sydney Morning Herald, no “The Age” newspapers. I feel disengaged, useless. Why? I’m not adding to the world’s concerns/debates by keeping up with the news. I cannot bump into someone and talk “intelligently” about John Howard and the elections, about David Beckham and football, about Afghanistan and anthrax. I feel like an irresponsible citizen of the world because I’ve not kept up with wisdom – human wisdom. You know what Ecclesiastes rightly says? The one who reads all the Sydney Morning Herald, Straits Times, Washington Post, all the New York Times is no better than the one who, like my sister, does not!

A philosopher once said: The UNEXAMINED life is not worth living. You know what Ecclesiastes is saying: The EXAMINED life is not worth living! It does not matter one wit. It does not change a single thing in the world whether we are thinking deeply or debating fiercely about life. Life just goes on repeating itself and same old boring plot finding new clothes. It’s the same crimes with new perpetrators and new victims, same injustice with new oppressors and new victimized. Same wars only new war dead. Only the names have been changed.

And so you say: “What’s the alternative to wisdom, to the rational way of life?” The alternative? The irrational way, the non-thinking way. It is the way of 1:17 - of “madness and folly”. One meaning of folly means irrationality, the she’ll be right mate, the “no worries be happy” approach. Why? Because we figure: “Maybe it is all this thinking about life/human wisdom that is stopping me from finding meaning and enjoying life.” And so, he tries folly. It does not matter whether I use wise or foolish approach, the rational or irrational approach, the brainy or brainless approach. For awhile, it IS comparatively better to be wise. Read 2:13-14. Why? It’s light comparing light and darkness. But in the end, it is not absolutely better. Why? Death comes to claim both the wise and the foolish. It does not matter whether you spent your life thinking or not thinking. Death is the great leveler or equaliser in life. So you won’t find meaning to life in either wisdom or folly.

b.     The Pursuit of Pleasures: The hedonist’s nightmare! (2:1-11)

Then we can not try pleasure. He does 2:1-11. And because he’s king – there’s limit to trying. He has an empty cheque book on his search for hedonism. Pleasure as both measure and goal of life. As long as it’s pleasurable, it’s good. Measure right and wrong by how happy you are. What pleasures? He tries much laughter (2:2). He has his own Moses Lim and Jack Neo (local comedians). Then he tries great projects (2:4-6). Next he tries great possessions (2:7a). Next he tries great pleasures of the flesh (27b).

His conclusion? Meaningless! Like a vapor, passing, fleeting, temporary. A chasing after the wind. Cannot hold on to them. Always buying but never contented. Always eating but never filled. Always achieving but never accomplished. Always journeying but never arriving in life. A life lived on increasing rewards but with diminishing returns. I’m told you visit some royalty or celebrities – you go to their garage – rows and rows of Mercedes, BMWs, Ferraris, Rolls, Lamborghini’s – hardly have time to drive them. The only person who does so is the driver and mechanics who takes them for a spin. The more materialism, the less meaning.

c.     The Pursuit of Work: The workaholic’s loss! (2:17-26)

He tried wisdom, folly and pleasure to escape the boredom and meaningless of life. No go. Now he tries work, saving and investing. He also finds it useless. Read 219. He works, he saves, he invests. But he does not know whether his descendants, the one who comes after will be a wise man or fool. This is the great Asian/Chinese work ethic. Work, save, invest - all the sake or your children. The successful man is the one who leaves the most to his children.

Perhaps best place to see this at work is in “Obituaries” and funerals. All of my life summarized in one or two words: “Passed away”. But we say: “My life is worth more than two words”. I met this deadline, I met that deadline. I worked on this project, finished that project. I brought sales. I increased profits.” But our lives collapses into two or three lines of an obituary.

More and more people are now being retrenched. Ask them. They are given notice that morning. They also stand and watch you pack so that you do not take any company secrets. You see, after all that you have given to the company – you discover that you are a totally dispensable commodity and suspected corporate spy!

What’s Your Life?

How should we live? 2:24-26.

This means sensing the built-in burden, sensing our limit as creatures. We have the sense that there is a God, not the nonsense of chance. This means fearing God, living by His Word. This means acknowledging God as God. This means accepting our creatureliness. Content. Only those who fear the true God can enjoy life as a gift. Those who do not fear, acknowledge God, accept creatureliness, will be content to do his bidding. But for those of us who rebel against God, who live beyond our means – we WILL live a futile life, a meaningless life, a life without gain or profit even though it may be full of activity. It will be a repetitive and boring. Oh, we will try to overcome, to compensate, to over compensate with our pursuit of wisdom, folly, pleasures, and work. But it will come to nothing because death will make mockery of it.

Jesus said Matthew 16:26: “What good will it be for a man if he gains/profits the whole world yet forfeits his soul?” Jesus teaches this immediately after he told them he was God’s chosen Messiah/King to save the world. Jesus was speaking here of what it means to be his disciple, to follow him as the king. It would mean giving up on us trying to find ourselves and meaning in this world without God. One definition of sin is mankind trying to gain the whole world without God. That was what happened with Adam and Eve. And in the process we lose God, we lose our creatureliness, we lose perspective of who we are, our limits, our limitations. God’s punishment for sin is death and a future coming judgement.

So what has Jesus done? Jesus has come as God’s sacrifice so that we may gain or profit the person and thing that matters most – God and a relationship with Him. But our gain cost Jesus his life. He lost that we may gain God, life and eternal life. The question that stands before us: how are you going to live? Are you still going to live without God and still try to gain the world? Or will you surrender to Jesus, say sorry to God and say you’ve had enough of living your own way. You can do that and you have become a Christian - which means you are now a forgiven child of God. Or you could continue to rebel. And live a futile life, a meaningless life, a life without gain or profit even though it may be full of activity. It will be a repetitive and boring. Oh, you will try to overcome, to compensate, to over compensate with our pursuit of wisdom, folly, pleasures, and work. But it will come to nothing because death will mock you. So what is the basis of your conclusion? How will you make up your mind about this?
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