Wisdom is Meaningless

Ecclesiastes 7 & 8

Preached by Pastor Andrew Ong to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 1-2 December 2001.

7:1 A good name is better than fine perfume, and the day of death better than the day of birth.

2 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.

3 Sorrow is better than laughter, because a sad face is good for the heart.

4 The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the heart of fools is in the house of pleasure.

5 It is better to heed a wise man's rebuke than to listen to the song of fools.

6 Like the crackling of thorns under the pot, so is the laughter of fools. This too is meaningless.

7 Extortion turns a wise man into a fool, and a bribe corrupts the heart.

8 The end of a matter is better than its beginning, and patience is better than pride.

9 Do not be quickly provoked in your spirit, for anger resides in the lap of fools.

10 Do not say, "Why were the old days better than these?" For it is not wise to ask such questions.

11 Wisdom, like an inheritance, is a good thing and benefits those who see the sun.

12 Wisdom is a shelter as money is a shelter, but the advantage of knowledge is this: that wisdom preserves the life of its possessor.

13 Consider what God has done: Who can straighten what he has made crooked?

14 When times are good, be happy; but when times are bad, consider: God has made the one as well as the other. Therefore, a man cannot discover anything about his future.

15 In this meaningless life of mine I have seen both of these: a righteous man perishing in his righteousness, and a wicked man living long in his wickedness.

16 Do not be overrighteous, neither be overwise-- why destroy yourself?

17 Do not be overwicked, and do not be a fool-- why die before your time?

18 It is good to grasp the one and not let go of the other. The man who fears God will avoid all [extremes].

19 Wisdom makes one wise man more powerful than ten rulers in a city.

20 There is not a righteous man on earth who does what is right and never sins.

21 Do not pay attention to every word people say, or you may hear your servant cursing you--

22 for you know in your heart that many times you yourself have cursed others.

23 All this I tested by wisdom and I said, "I am determined to be wise"-- but this was beyond me.

24 Whatever wisdom may be, it is far off and most profound-- who can discover it?

25 So I turned my mind to understand, to investigate and to search out wisdom and the scheme of things and to understand the stupidity of wickedness and the madness of folly.

26 I find more bitter than death the woman who is a snare, whose heart is a trap and whose hands are chains. The man who pleases God will escape her, but the sinner she will ensnare.

27 "Look," says the Teacher, "this is what I have discovered: "Adding one thing to another to discover the scheme of things--

28 while I was still searching but not finding-- I found one [upright] man among a thousand, but not one [upright] woman among them all.

29 This only have I found: God made mankind upright, but men have gone in search of many schemes."

8:1 Who is like the wise man? Who knows the explanation of things? Wisdom brightens a man's face and changes its hard appearance.

2 Obey the king's command, I say, because you took an oath before God.

3 Do not be in a hurry to leave the king's presence. Do not stand up for a bad cause, for he will do whatever he pleases.

4 Since a king's word is supreme, who can say to him, "What are you doing?"

5 Whoever obeys his command will come to no harm, and the wise heart will know the proper time and procedure.

6 For there is a proper time and procedure for every matter, though a man's misery weighs heavily upon him.

7 Since no man knows the future, who can tell him what is to come?

8 No man has power over the wind to contain it ; so no one has power over the day of his death. As no one is discharged in time of war, so wickedness will not release those who practice it.

9 All this I saw, as I applied my mind to everything done under the sun. There is a time when a man lords it over others to his own hurt.

10 Then too, I saw the wicked buried--those who used to come and go from the holy place and receive praise in the city where they did this. This too is meaningless.

11 When the sentence for a crime is not quickly carried out, the hearts of the people are filled with schemes to do wrong.

12 Although a wicked man commits a hundred crimes and still lives a long time, I know that it will go better with God-fearing men, who are reverent before God.

13 Yet because the wicked do not fear God, it will not go well with them, and their days will not lengthen like a shadow.

14 There is something else meaningless that occurs on earth: righteous men who get what the wicked deserve, and wicked men who get what the righteous deserve. This too, I say, is meaningless.

15 So I commend the enjoyment of life, because nothing is better for a man under the sun than to eat and drink and be glad. Then joy will accompany him in his work all the days of the life God has given him under the sun.

16 When I applied my mind to know wisdom and to observe man's labor on earth--his eyes not seeing sleep day or night--

17 then I saw all that God has done. No one can comprehend what goes on under the sun. Despite all his efforts to search it out, man cannot discover its meaning. Even if a wise man claims he knows, he cannot really comprehend it.

Big idea:
Wisdom is better than foolishness but only a living relationship with God provides meaning in life.

Subject: 
How valuable is wisdom?

Purpose: 
Realise the limitations of popular wisdom and focus on knowing God

Introduction

Have you heard of Dr. Spencer Johnson? You haven’t? Maybe you haven’t but you might have heard of his book “Who Moved My Cheese?” It's the latest hot book in town. According to Readers' Digest, his book has sold over 4 million copies in 3 years. It has been on the New York Times best-seller list for over 70 weeks. It currently sits at No. 1 in the Straits Times best-seller list for non-fiction books.

What does that show us? It shows us that for many of us, years of primary school, secondary school, Poly, JC or ITE have not dulled or blunted our appetite for wisdom. Our appetite for wisdom is indeed not even close to being satisfied.

Here are a few books that I have bought or other people have bought and given me over the last few years:

· “Who Moved My Cheese?” by Spencer Johnson

· "7 Habits of a Highly Effective Person" by Stephen Covey

· "Rich Dad, Poor Dad"
· "Chicken Soup for the Soul"
How valuable are these books? How helpful are these books? What is the worth of such wisdom? What can we gain from this wisdom? See what the Bible says.

Context

We have been going through the book of Ecclesiastes for the last few weeks. The great question behind the book is found in 1:3. Let's read together: "What does man gain from all his labor at which he toils under the sun?"

The idea of gain here is similar to our understanding of profit. It is a commercial term. It has the idea of value:

· Like the fund manager weighing up the prospects of an IPO.

· Or a businessman analysing the viability of his latest business venture.

· Or a real estate tycoon who is doing the sums on a new condominium project that being built beside a run-down, dilapidated church.

The Teacher is asking, What is the profit or cash value of something? What is the bottom line?

When the Teacher say,  “under the sun”, it is as if he was being an atheist. But he is embarking upon an experiment where he will pretend the Bible is not open. It is like not having a Bible. How should we live, how should you make sense of the world if God hadn’t spoken? Work out gain or profit, not from the Bible, but from looking at what is under the sun. An empirical test. An observation. So far, he had looked at pleasure, wisdom, work, money, companionship. So far, the results have been disappointing. None of them have been shown to be truly meaningful. They do not provide true gain. There is no real profit. So the search under the sun continues. Once again, he returns to the enterprise/business of wisdom.

Look at chapters 7 and 8.

2 parts:

· Good news about wisdom

· Bad news about wisdom

Good news about Wisdom

1) Begin with the end in mind (7:1)

He begins his reflection in 7:1. What is being said? "A good name is better than fine perfume, and the day of death better than the day of birth."

The day of birth and fine perfume are:

· Both representative of auspicious beginnings.

· Both representative of great starts.

But what is the problem with the day of birth and fine perfume?

· begin well.

· but soon forgotten.

1 bottle of the Chanel No. 5 perfume costs 100 dollars, what happens to its fragrance after 5 hours, 6 hours? The scent no longer lingers, not as sharp, soon it is gone. It's the same with a day of birth. The day of birth is a great beginning, containing great beginnings, auspicious hopes. But what happens in a year, 2 years – thoughts now turned to school, first words spoken, the day of the child’s birth is long forgotten. Both are temporary. They are short-lived, they are fleeting.

Not so with a good name or death. Both these are not great beginnings nor auspicious commencements. Rather they represent the end of the matter. A good name comes only at the end of a life which has been consistent and persistent.

· Robinsons--people come only because trip after trip after trip people have received good service.

· Chanel No 5 wears off, but good name of Chanel lingers.

Death comes only at the end of life, after years of living. Both good name and death are lasting, enduring.

· Visit tomb or obituary at anniversary

End is better than beginning. The idea is repeated in 7:8. Read 7:8 together: "The end of a matter is better than its beginning, and patience is better than pride."

Life should be lived with the end in mind.

Illustration: Stephen Covey: Begin with the end in mind. 

I read Stephen Covey’s book – "7 Habits of a Highly Effective Person" 8 years ago. I only remember one thing from it--begin with the end in mind. He didn’t think of it himself, he got it from the Bible. The Teacher counsels that it is better that we should look to the end rather than the beginning.

Just like how you finish a race is more important than the beginning of it.

Just like how you conclude a report is more important than the introduction.

Just like how you complete a building project is more important than the beginning.

· Conclusion rather than introduction.

· Completion rather than start.

You should be paying me $1200 to come to hear this sermon instead of paying Stephen Covey.

If the end is better than the beginning, then we should begin with the end in mind.

Transition: what is the best way to live life under the sun? How should we live wisely? Read v2-6 together: "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. Sorrow is better than laughter, because a sad face is good for the heart. The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the heart of fools is in the house of pleasure. It is better to heed a wise man's rebuke than to listen to the song of fools. Like the crackling of thorns under the pot, so is the laughter of fools. This too is meaningless."
2) The Wise will face the reality of death (7:2-6)

Teacher sees that:

· the end of every person is death.

· the destiny of every person is death.

Therefore, a wise person will face the reality of death

· take it to heart.

· and live it.

· reflect on it.

· go to the house of mourning.

Illustration: Robert Fulgham

A world-famous author wrote that he actually bought his burial plot in a cemetery. Occasionally, when life was difficult he would bring his deck chair, unfold it, sit in front of his burial plot and think, "One day I am going to be buried here, all alone for the rest of my life." Then, he says in his book, his problems didn’t seem so bad anymore. Why? Because reflecting on death provides perspective on his problems. 

· Petty arguments seem well petty.

· Mundane worries in life seem mundane.

· Mountainous problems become molehills.

In Worm World, Maggot Kingdom, there are no petty arguments etc, enjoy life now. Robert Fulgham learnt that by focusing on the end, you'd:

· Learn patience.

· Learn self-control.

· Learn perspective.

Focusing on the end has taught Robert Fulgham how to reach the end of his life.

· his days are prolonged not shortened.

· his life is maximised not minimised.

This is the wise approach. Not everyone takes this approach. What is the fool's approach?

3) The Fool ignores the reality of the death (7:2-10)

The Fool anaesthetises himself from reality:

· He goes to the house of pleasure and ignores reality.

· He sings songs and pays no attention to the end.

· He laughs instead of solemnly paying attention.

· He goes to the house of feasting instead of reflecting on death.

Because he ignores reality of death,

· He treats life flippantly.

· He values life cheaply.

· In Hokkien, he “doesn’t fear death”.

Instead of being patient, he is proud.

Instead of being self-controlled, he is quickly provoked.

Instead of being calm, he is angry.

What happens?

–        his days are shortened not lengthened

–        his life is minimised not maximised

–        he does not reach the end of his allotted days

Read v7-10 together: "Extortion turns a wise man into a fool, and a bribe corrupts the heart. The end of a matter is better than its beginning, and patience is better than pride. Do not be quickly provoked in your spirit, for anger resides in the lap of fools. Do not say, 'Why were the old days better than these?' For it is not wise to ask such questions."

Because the fool doesn’t value his life highly and ignores the reality of death, he shortens his days in many ways. His life is minimised not maximised in 4 ways:

1) He allows himself to be the victim of extortion or accepts bribes. 

Thus he allows himself to become the tool of others, he surrenders the control over his own life to others. Because he value his life so lowly, his life is no longer his own.

2) He is proud instead of patient.

3) He is quickly provoked instead of self-controlled.

Short Illustration: Friend in Australia

My dad has a friend in Australia. He has a daughter. His daughter has a loser husband, with 2 kids to support. He lost his job. My dad’s friend made some calls and pulled some strings to get him a job as a customs officer. A job as a public servant in Australia is not just an iron rice bowl, it's a titanium rice bowl – indestructible, you can’t be sacked. But within 6 months, he quitted. Why? Because his supervisor had insulted him and said he worked too slow. 2 year later he was still on the dole, living off handouts –

· maximised or minimised his life?

· lengthened or shortened his days?

4) Or if the fool is not proud or quickly provoked, he substitutes hard work and action for nostalgia and dreaming.

He says, "good ole days, good ole days." Like a man who drives by looking in the rear view mirror, he cannot go forward.

So what have we found out so far? Wisdom is better than foolishness. Better to be wise than a fool.

Wisdom helps you:

· you reach the end of your life.

· your days are prolonged not shortened.

· your life is maximised not minimised.

That’s the Teacher's conclusion.

Read v11-12 together: "Wisdom, like an inheritance, is a good thing and benefits those who see the sun. Wisdom is a shelter as money is a shelter, but the advantage of knowledge is this: that wisdom preserves the life of its possessor."

4) Good news: Wisdom will preserve life (7:11-12)

Wisdom is better than foolishness.

· Good thing

· Shelter

· Preserves life

Illustration:  These books are good thing. Provide shelter. Preserve your life. Good sound advice: 

· Save prudently – live well in your retirement

· Invest wisely

· Live healthily – live longer

· Eat well

Good News:  It is better to be wise than to be a fool

Bad News about wisdom

5) Bad news 1: Wisdom cannot see the future (7:13-14)

Read 7:13-14 together: "Consider what God has done: Who can straighten what he has made crooked? When times are good, be happy; but when times are bad, consider: God has made the one as well as the other. Therefore, a man cannot discover anything about his future."

He returns to the familiar theme which Chris touched on over the last few weeks in chapter 3: 

There is a time for everything, a season for every activity--a time to be born and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to uproot.

Who controls the time? God.

v. 13 "Who can straighten what he has made crooked?"

Who is "he" referring to here? Not Daniel Ong. It is God.

Answer to question in v. 13: no one

We can't change the times. The problem also is that we can’t perceive the future times.

v. 14 "a man cannot discover anything about his future."

Illustration:  Books by so-called experts

In the 90’s, 3 experts in their field of expertise published books on Asia:

· Anwar Ibrahim – then Finance Minister of Malaysia and Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia.

· Robert Elegant – Far Eastern correspondent in Asia since 1951.

· John Naisbitt- world-renowned trend forecaster.

They predicted great things for Asia and our region. Their predictions can be seen by the titles of their books. What of their predictions today?

Now: Asian Renaissance – Asian reversal

Today: Pacific destiny – pacific disappointment

Today: Megatrends Asia – Mega hot air

How many of you can tell me when the economic recovery will happen? Is it going to be a V-shaped recovery, or a U-shaped recovery or L-shaped or straight line going down? Nobody knows. Nobody knows the future.

6) Bad news 2: wisdom does not always lead to long life

Read 7:15 together: "In this meaningless life of mine I have seen both of these: a righteous man perishing in his righteousness, and a wicked man living long in his wickedness."

You might live wisely, eat prudently and exercise regularly. One day, you're waiting at the traffic lights and a runaway car hits you and kills you. Earlier this year at Bendeemer Road, a car went into a bus stop killing 3. In Queensway, a bus hits 2 school girls on their way to church, killing both. Then you read of a cleaner who is in his 50’s who has been in and out of jail for molest all of his life.

· Righteous people perishing in their righteousness.

· Wicked man living long in his wickedness.

Therefore,

· Life is unpredictable.

· Wisdom does not always lead to long life.

· The teacher is saying that there is no guarantee.

What does he counsel? Read v16-18 together: "Do not be overrighteous, neither be overwise-- why destroy yourself? Do not be overwicked, and do not be a fool-- why die before your time? It is good to grasp the one and not let go of the other. The man who fears God will avoid all [extremes]."

Do not be overrighteous? What is he saying? Do not become a pastor – Chris and I are so skinny – we're destroying ourselves.

If

· Righteous people are perishing in their righteousness,

· Wicked man is living long in his wickedness,

Then there's

· No point being overrighteous.

· No point being overwise.

Be just enough to get the benefits but don't go overboard. Do not be overwicked or a fool. Don’t be a fool – obvious from discussion. Do not be overwicked?

· Don’t be a major criminal.

· Don’t be public enemy No. 1.

· Don’t become Osama.

But it is okay to be slightly wicked – park illegally, cheat on your tax? If life unpredictable,

· Take the middle path.

· Hedge your bets.

As Christians, we get uncomfortable at these. The Bible says, "Be holy as God is holy." 

The Teacher is taking the approach of life under the sun, with the Bible closed. Observation. The approach of life under the sun is called:

· Utilitarianism

· Consequentialism

· Pragmatism

The end justifies the means. Do this if it will have good consequences, don’t do that if it will have bad consequences. Love your neighbour Daniel, not because God tells you to – but because it makes my life smoother. Networking or "guan xi" is about friendship for what the other person can offer you.

Bad news 2: wisdom does not guarantee long life. So even if you read all these (books) and apply them, you can only hope for the best.

7) Bad news 3: God prevents man from finding meaning in wisdom (v20-29) 8:16-17

Read 8:16-17 together: "When I applied my mind to know wisdom and to observe man's labor on earth--his eyes not seeing sleep day or night--then I saw all that God has done. No one can comprehend what goes on under the sun. Despite all his efforts to search it out, man cannot discover its meaning. Even if a wise man claims he knows, he cannot really comprehend it."
No real meaning, no real gain, no profit in wisdom. He has seen all that God has done. And what has God done? He has obscured meaning from man. He has blocked comprehension by man. He has prevented discovery by man.

Illustration:  God has limited our wisdom

Frosted glass in HDB bathrooms – we catch glimpses but it's very hard to understand, they don’t all add up – don’t know if it's a man or woman, tall or short, adult or child. Glimpses don’t add up to total picture. A jigsaw puzzle with a few key pieces missing, we see that it is a jigsaw, we catch glimpses of what the whole could be but without the whole picture, we don’t know what it is. We can imagine, dream, speculate but we'll never know.

Transition: Why has God done that?

Why has God prevented us from finding meaning through wisdom?

The answer is in 7:20-29: "There is not a righteous man on earth who does what is right and never sins. Do not pay attention to every word people say, or you may hear your servant cursing you--for you know in your heart that many times you yourself have cursed others. All this I tested by wisdom and I said, 'I am determined to be wise'-- but this was beyond me. Whatever wisdom may be, it is far off and most profound-- who can discover it? So I turned my mind to understand, to investigate and to search out wisdom and the scheme of things and to understand the stupidity of wickedness and the madness of folly. I find more bitter than death the woman who is a snare, whose heart is a trap and whose hands are chains. The man who pleases God will escape her, but the sinner she will ensnare. 'Look,' says the Teacher, 'this is what I have discovered: 'Adding one thing to another to discover the scheme of things--while I was still searching but not finding-- I found one [upright] man among a thousand, but not one [upright] woman among them all. This only have I found: God made mankind upright, but men have gone in search of many schemes.'"
The answer is sin. The teacher looks at life under the sun. He uses observation and what does he see? Sin.

Look at v20, there is not one righteous man who does not sin. Look at v21, in our hearts, if we are honest with ourselves, we know that we sin and curse against others.

He looks around and he sees sin.

v. 26 is the picture of sinful men ensnared by adulterous women. vv. 27-28 is an interesting verse. If ever a verse were to get a preacher in trouble, this would be it. Read: "Look," says the Teacher, "this is what I have discovered: "Adding one thing to another to discover the scheme of things--while I was still searching but not finding-- I found one [upright] man among a thousand, but not one [upright] woman among them all." Nothing wrong with that? He finds only one upright person in 1000.

v. 28 is his preliminary finding, v. 28 temporary view – searching and not finding. v. 29 is his final finding, final conclusion. Read v29: "This only have I found: God made mankind upright, but men have gone in search of many schemes.'" The word "only" heightens the importance of this verse.

Here the Teacher makes a deliberate reference to Genesis 3:6: "When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it."

God had made paradise. Man and women lived in the paradise. They had a perfect relationship with God. They had a perfect relationship with each other. They were upright. They had meaning in their life. That meaning came from a living relationship with God, knowing God, loving God and being loved by God.

Man chose to give up this relationship for schemes. Man chose to give up this relationship for search for wisdom. Man chose to give up this relationship for wisdom without God.

But this search is:

· Futile,

· Meaningless,

· Pathetic.

As trying to look through frosted glass, or trying to complete a jigsaw puzzle with the key pieces missing.

· Imagine

· Guess

· Dream

· Never find it.

God says the same thing in the New Testament.

Conclusion – find our true meaning in a living relationship with God (1 Cor 1:18-21)

Read 1 Corinthians 1:18-21: "For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written: “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate.” Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe."
Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where are the Stephen Coveys or Anthony Robbins, etc?

· God has frustrated their wisdom.

· God has blocked their search.

· God has destroyed their wisdom.

A living relationship is restored through Jesus Christ. Knowing God is found only in the message of the cross. Loving God is only accomplished through the cross.

Application

Real deal about wisdom without God. Last word on wisdom without God. Low down about wisdom without God.

· Good news is that Wisdom without God is good – it's a shelters and preserves life.

· Bad news is that Wisdom does not allow you to know future, does not guarantee long life, does not give meaning to life.

· Only in a living relationship with God do we find real value and profit and gain and meaning.

Real deal about wisdom without God. Last word on wisdom without God. Low down about wisdom without God.

Here we have:

· Shortchanged ourselves

· Suckered into a bad deal

· Bought the hype

But yet:

· We spend so much time on wisdom without God and so little time committing ourselves to a living relationship with God.

· We spend so much time knowing the schemes from "Rich Dad, Poor Dad" and so little time knowing God through his Word.

· We spend so much time on wisdom without God which is of no real profit or gain or meaning and so little on a living relationship with God which is of eternal value and profit and gain.

Conclusion

Illustration: Ben example

Friend in Australia. A man who was wise in the way of the world, in the world’s eyes under the sun– one of the wisest man of the world. He had it all. He was a successful plastic surgeon. He had a house in a very exclusive part of Sydney near to the water, close enough for his son to catch the ferry to school. He has a swimming pool and billard table. He spends his holidays in winter skiing, his holidays in summer in a fantastic beach house perched on the hill top overlooking the most fashionable beach in Australia.

Around 3 years ago, while still quite young, he was diagnosed with cancer. Within a year he was dead. 

He was a good man. He looked after me when I was in Australia. He was a wise man. But ultimately, what good was his wisdom – his worldly wisdom? What profit was it? What gain was it?

What 7 habits can you put into practice when you are in Worm World? How much cheese can you eat when you are in Maggot Kingdom? What good is chicken soup for the soul when your soul is waiting for Judgment Day?

Are you like my friend? Have you put too much faith in worldly wisdom? It will let you down.

Don’t:

· Shortchange yourselves.

· Be suckered into a bad deal.

· Buy the hype.

Put your faith in Christ and his crucifixion. Put your faith in living relationship with God. Know and love God. Pursue things of true value and gain and profit.
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