January 3, 2010          Wrestling With The Meaning of Life                                      #137                                                                                                                            
1st lesson this month on the topic:  Wrestling with Life’s Mysteries
We have 5 lessons this month on the theme “Wrestling with Life’s Mysteries;”

1st week:  “Wrestling with the Meaning of Life”; This lesson is about the struggles people face when defining the meaning of their lives.

2nd week:  “Wrestling with Time”; We are finite creatures of time.  God, however, controls time.  Only He can see time from beginning to end, and we need to stand in awe of Him.

3rd week:  “Wrestling with Injustice”; This lesson is about how believers experience and respond to the injustices people inflict on one another.

4th week:  “Wrestling with Stuff”; This lesson is about the place and power of material possessions in our lives.

5th week:  “Wrestling with Work”; This lesson is about the potential benefits and blessings of a person’s work when it is God-directed.

As you can see by our lesson topics, we will be “wrestling” with a lot of things this month as we study God’s Word;

· Wrestle (definition):  To combat an opposing tendency or force; to engage in deep thought, consideration, or debate.

We are in the book of Ecclesiastes this month;

· 12 short chapters written by Solomon in his later years.

· Solomon writes from his viewpoint about life.

· How life to him is hollow, empty, futile, meaningless, useless, irrational, pointless, foolish.

· These words coming from a man that “had it all”; wealth, intellect, and power.
What today’s lesson is about: This lesson is about the struggles people face when defining the meaning of their lives.
How today’s lesson can impact your life: Discover that God is the source of life’s meaning.
A lot of people look at the meaning of life as;

· We are born; we grow old, get sick, and die.

· And there is nothing we can do about it!

Without a close relationship with Jesus Christ;

· The ravages of aging, disease, stress, and other life challenges can leave people feeling isolated and alone.

· They struggle with the meaning of their lives.

· Solomon wrestled with the same problems almost 3,000 years ago.

· Our lesson today will show us how the “meaning of life” can be different from Solomon’s viewpoint.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “Is Life Meaningless?”; A healthy investigation of the meaning of life sometimes involves a somber look at things we take for granted.
2. “Is Life Wearing You Down?”; Living a life devoted to God lifts people out of despair and brings new meaning to their lives.
3. “What is the Answer?”; People experience ultimate well-being when they revere God and when they mold their lives to His will.
Someone read our 1st group of Scripture verses (Is Life Meaningless?) Ecclesiastes 1: 1-7.  Listen to what the teacher says everything is as these verses are read.

 Solomon wrote this book in his later years;

· Initially he sought to serve God.

· But later turned his heart toward following the gods of his many wives.

· Solomon’s relationship with the Lord withered.

By turning away from God;

· He no longer found satisfaction with his great wisdom.

· Abundant wealth.

· Or the work the Lord had given him to do.

Today, if we also turn away from God;

· The same problems Solomon experienced we will find also to be true.

· All of us need to see the “lessons learned” by Solomon’s experiences.
In verse 3 Solomon’s question reveals how much he loathed life;

· He questioned the “gain”, or profit of his efforts.

· “Efforts” refers to the hard work from which one expects to gain an advantage.

· The implied answer to the question is nothing.

In verses 5-7 Solomon uses three examples to illustrate the unaffected natural cycle;

· 1st :  The Sun;

· The sun rises and sets.

· The sun hastens back to the beginning point to start all over again the next morning.

· 2nd :  The Wind;
· The wind gusts to the south and turns to the north.

· Cycles determine the course wind follows.

· It is untamable and cannot be caught.

· 3rd :  Streams of Water;

· Water that flows to the sea, yet the sea never fills up.

· People can dam up streams and divert the flow,
· But they cannot stop the cycle of nature.

Was Solomon’s assessment right?
· Do people just show up on earth for a short and meaningless period only to pass away and be replaced by the next generation?

· Do the sun, wind, and streams repeat meaningless cycles?

· The answer to the questions depends on a person’s relationship with God.

A vibrant relationship with the Lord enables people to;

· View their lives in a more positive way.

· The rising sun has brought the hope of a new beginning to countless people trapped in difficult struggles.

· The wind provides sources of energy, along with comfort during summer.
· The streams do not merely flow into the sea; they water and nurture the plants and trees throughout their cycles.

Many people feel restless and dissatisfied; they wonder;

· If I am in God’s will, why am I so tired and unfulfilled?
· What is the meaning of life?

· When I look back on it all, will I be happy with my accomplishments?

· Why do I feel burned out, disillusioned, dry?

· What is to become of me?

· Solomon tests our faith, challenging us to find true and lasting meaning in God alone.

As you take a hard look at your life as Solomon did his;

· You will see how important serving God is over all other options.

· Perhaps God is asking you to rethink your purpose and direction in life.
How can a person experience a vibrant relationship with God?
· They have to turn to the Lord for help.

· They have to admit their own ways are wrong.

· God hears the prayers of repentant people.

· Is life indeed “meaningless?”

· Apart from God the answer is yes!

Someone read our 2nd group of Scripture verses (Is Life Wearing You Down?)  Ecclesiastes 1: 8-11.  Listen to what the writer says is new under the sun as these verses are read.

Solomon declared that all things were wearisome (full of labor KJV);
· He was referring to the sheer exhaustion that follows intense labor.

· The same sense of weariness overtakes even the most optimistic people.

· Repetitive chores like washing dishes, mowing the lawn, doing laundry can result in a dreary view of life.

· No matter how hard you work you know the same jobs will have to be done again and again.

· We can take some comfort in knowing we are not the first ones to experience this type of drudgery.

Even Christians can become discouraged at times;

· Fixed incomes and rising costs of living create anxiety for some.

· People work hard in dead-end jobs.

· Family problems often rob people of their zest for life.

· The daily grind of life brutalizes people and wears them down.

· We have to communicate with God and stay in His will for our lives.

Solomon was so burned out on life he listed several examples of things that go on and on, but never seem to get anywhere;

· The eye:  sees things every day yet never gets full of sights.  
· The eye receives a constant supply of new sights, but never sees enough.

· The ear:  constantly hears, but never captures the last word or sound.

· Something always remains to be heard, so the ear’s job is never finished.

· Nothing is new:  everything has existed “in the ages before us v10

· People will not experience in doing something new because no such activities exist. 

· According to Solomon, all has been done, nothing is new.

Do you agree with the dejected Solomon?  Let’s look at his examples;

· He grumbled about the eye never being satisfied;

· My eyes take in new sights each day.

· Of all my senses, I rate being able to see at the top of the list.

· Sight enriches life and it is a gift from God.

· He complained about the ear and hearing;

· Could you imagine not being able to hear the birds sing?

· Or not being able to respond in simple conversation with a loved one?

· He finally complained about there being nothing new under the sun v9

· Solomon was probably right to indicate that people of his day acted much like people of by-gone eras.

· People living today experience the same joys and sorrows as those in Solomon’s time
· The difference in any generation is how each lives their lives!

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (What is the Answer?) Ecclesiastes 12: 13-14.  Listen to what God will bring every act to as these verses are read.

Notice that our Scripture has switched from the first chapter to the last chapter and the last 2 verses of Ecclesiastes.

Solomon did not satisfy his search for meaning in life by any of the quests for happiness that people engaged in during his day;
· Wisdom, wealth, and the pursuit of pleasure could not provide a lasting sense of purpose.

· Solomon’s life away from God encouraged by his many wives.

· It left him feeling isolated, alone, and empty.

He had everything this world could offer him;

· But he felt as if he had nothing.

· During his search for meaning in life.

· He found one exception to the ongoing cycles in life.

· He realized people can find meaning in their relationships with God.

· And in living the lives God has given them to live.

As Solomon concluded his search, he confirmed that;

· The only way to experience true life was to fear God and to keep His commands v13

· Fear in this case refers to a healthy reverence for the Lord.

· Every person can sense purpose and fulfillment in spite of life’s monotony.

People today often get caught up in the drudgery of life;

· They chain themselves to jobs or pursuits that provide no real meaning.

· Some cope with life by enslaving themselves to alcohol, drugs, or reckless living.

· Some even live their lives as if there will be no judgment.

· In order for people to experience true joy, they must discover life’s meaning in God!

The Cycle of Nature

Almanacs have a long history.  Benjamin Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanac is one of the best-known examples.  It is famed for its proverbs, such as “Would you live with ease, do what you ought, and not what you please.”  That one from the 1734 edition sounds almost biblical doesn’t it?  Another almanac-this one still in publication-is the Old Farmer’s Almanac.  Since we live in the information Age, you can of course access it on the Internet.  Do you want a planting guide to help you in your gardening?  Long range weather forecasts?  Consumer trends?  Recipes?  Interesting facts?  It’s there!!
But that’s not all.  Phases of the moon, times for the rising and setting of sun and moon, tide tables, etc., also are covered by these books.  Many generations past considered them to be essential in the same way we think of The Weather Channel today.

In our text today the Preacher (Solomon) takes a look at the same cycles of nature, but from a philosophical perspective.  We may not be used to such an approach.  And although we may find his (apparent) fatalism to be uncomfortable, we must agree with him that humans always have been at the mercy of the weather and the seasons.  This is all the more reason to be on good speaking terms with God, who created and controls them!!

Prayer:

Thank you Lord for everything you have created for us here on earth.

Help each of us stay close to You as we find meaning in our lives as we daily seek Your will for each of us.
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