SERMON FOR THE TENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Ecclesiastes 1:2, 12-14; 2:18-26

Let us be realistic about futility in our lives and cling to the remedy for it

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.

The Word of God, the basis for this sermon is the Old Testament reading heard before, Ecclesiastes 1:2, 12-14; 2:18-26.

2 “Absolutely pointless!” is what the speaker at the assembly has said. “Absolutely pointless! Everything is pointless.”…

12 I, the spokesman at the assembly, have been king over Israel in Jerusalem.

13 I have also been applying my mind to study and to use wisdom to investigate all that has been done under heaven. It is a burdensome task that God has given to human beings to be troubled about. 14 I have seen everything that has been done under the sun, and, indeed, everything is pointless, and an attempt to catch the wind…

2:18 I also hate all my labour, in which I have been toiling under the sun, because I must leave it behind to the person who comes after me. 19 Besides, who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Nevertheless, he will have control over all my labour, in which I have been toiling, and for which I have been using my wisdom under the sun. This also is pointless. 20 Therefore I turned away, to let my heart despair over all the labour in which I had been toiling under the sun. 21 For, although a person may have laboured with wisdom, knowledge, and skill, he must leave his estate to someone who has not toiled for it. This also is pointless and a great evil. 22 For what does a person get through all the toil and longing of his heart, over which he has been anxious under the sun? 23 For all his life is full of anguish and his occupation is irritating. Even in the night, his mind is not content. This also is pointless.

24 There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat, drink, and let his soul find satisfaction in his labour. I have seen that this also comes from the hand of God. 25 “For who can eat, or who can feel pleasure apart from Me?”

26 For God has given wisdom, knowledge, and joy to a person whom He regards kindly. However, to the sinner He has given the task of gathering and amassing wealth, in order that he may give it to the person whom God regards kindly. This also is pointless and an attempt to catch the wind.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us in Your truth. Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,


The title “Ecclesiastes” is a Greek word that means “one who speaks to an assembly.” God gave Solomon great wisdom. He had investigated many areas of human life, including philosophy, mathematics, trade, mechanics, history, government of nations and law. Hebrew sometimes doubled words to express a superlative. “The song of songs” means “the best song.” Similarly, “Mere breath of mere breaths” or the King James translation “vanity of vanities” means “the greatest vanity.” Everything in human life is absolutely pointless.


People look for meaning in life in accumulating wealth, gaining fame, or finding pleasure, but it is all futile. Solomon writes, “I have also been applying my mind to study and to use wisdom to investigate all that has been done under heaven. It is a burdensome task that God has given to human beings to be troubled about. I have seen everything that has been done under the sun, and, indeed, everything is pointless, and an attempt to catch the wind.” In this section Solomon refers to God only four times, but here he says that the burdensome task that troubles us is what God has given us. That makes it all worse. We know the ultimate reason for all this futility in our lives and in the world. It is the curse that God placed on human beings, trouble, and eventually death, as the consequences of sin. Why is it that, no matter how carefully we weed our gardens to stop seeds from multiplying for next year, we will always miss some? God told Adam immediately after the fall into sin, “Because you have listened to what your wife has said and have eaten from the tree about which I had commanded you, ‘You shall not eat from it!’ the ground is cursed because of you. You will eat from it through painful toil all the days of your life. It will cause both thorns and thistles to grow for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. You will eat bread in the sweat of your brow until you return to the ground. For you were taken from it. For you are dust, and you will return to dust.”


Although human beings strive to find purpose, this striving, which God has laid on them, frustrates them. Human beings under the sun cannot solve their problem. Later in Ecclesiastes Solomon gives the reason for this twisted aspect of life. “Consider what God has done! For who can straighten what He has made crooked?” (7:13). This explains what he writes in verse 13 here, “It is a burdensome task that God has given.” Solomon also wrote, “Look! I have found only this: that, although God has made human beings upright, they have sought out many schemes” (7:29).


The apostle Paul comments on this futility that results from sin in Romans 8. “This created world has been subjected to futility, not by its own choice, but because of the One who subjected it” (8:20).

Wind can be useful in various ways, in giving movement to sailing ships, and in generating power. However, wind can never be captured. Everything that human being do is “an attempt to catch the wind.” Our tasks are burdensome and frustrating.


Many people build up wealth during their lives by careful management. Solomon wrote, “I also hate all my labour, in which I have been toiling under the sun, because I must leave it behind to the person who comes after me. Besides, who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Nevertheless, he will have control over all my labour, in which I have been toiling, and for which I have been using my wisdom under the sun. This also is pointless.” Solomon was one of the wisest men who have lived. Perhaps education specialists would rate him as a man with an IQ of 180 plus. Yet he ran into trouble towards the end of his reign, partly as a result of his many heathen wives. He built temples to their gods in Jerusalem. Solomon was followed by his son Rehoboam, whom education specialists might rate with an IQ of about 90. Even great abilities cannot be passed on through human genes. Rehoboam wrecked Solomon’s kingdom of Israel through excessive taxation, which provoked the rebellion of ten of the tribes (1 Kng 12:1-20; 2 Chrn 10). The so-called significant things that people amass can become idols that provide no lasting value. People cannot take any of the things that they admire with them, and at death have to leave what they have amassed to someone else, who may be a fool, who squanders it. Solomon concluded, “Therefore I turned away, to let my heart despair over all the labour in which I had been toiling under the sun. For, although a person may have laboured with wisdom, knowledge, and skill, he must leave his estate to someone who has not toiled for it. This also is pointless and a great evil.”


Disappointment, pain, and grief are guaranteed for all of us. There is nothing that can sidestep death or guarantee permanence. What do our hard work and worry achieve? Even at night our minds are not content. This is not mere pessimism. It is honest realism. Yet there is a positive side. “There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat, drink, and let his soul find satisfaction in his labour.” We can and should enjoy the good things in God’s created world, food, drink, and finding satisfaction in our labour. Here Solomon mentions God for the second time in our text, “I have seen that this also comes from the hand of God.” Solomon then includes direct speech from god Himself: “For who can eat, or who can feel pleasure apart from Me?” God is the cause of joy and beauty. In spite of all the pointlessness of human life, we can find some contentment in His generosity. 


Everything is not in vain when people recognise their relationship to God. Towards the end of Ecclesiastes Solomon wrote, “This is the end of the matter. All has been heard. Fear God and keep His commandments! For this is the whole duty of a human being.” When we consider God the Creator, all is not in vain. Fearing God includes being afraid of standing before God’s judgment, but it is also Hebrew idiom for faith and trust in God’s gracious redemption. In fear, we should respect God in a right relationship to Him.


A new thought comes in verse 26, “To the sinner [God] has given the task of gathering and amassing wealth, in order that he may give it to the person whom God regards kindly.” In Proverbs we also find the statement, “A good man will leave an inheritance to his grandchildren, but a sinner’s wealth will be stored up for the righteous person” (Prv 13:22). Sinners corrupt God’s good gifts, and exploit them for pleasure, but they tantalise, tyrannise and imprison them. True wisdom comes from God alone. In this life we are often perplexed when we see that ungodly people prosper. Righteous people get what wicked people deserve, and wicked people get when righteous people deserve (Eccl 8:14; Ps 73:1-12). That God gives the wealth that sinners have amassed to the person whom He regards kindly is not something that we regularly observe. The full truth will appear only in the light of eternity.


There is little Gospel in Ecclesiastes, but we in the New Testament have God’s full revelation about God’s remedy for futility. Solomon writes in verse 26, “God has given wisdom, knowledge, and joy to a person whom He regards kindly.” This is one of the few hints of the Gospel in the book of Ecclesiastes. A person whom God regards kindly is contrasted with “the sinner.” However, Solomon does not write, “to a person who lives a righteous life.” It is all a matter of God’s favour. He regards kindly a person who trusts in Jesus Christ’s work of salvation. It is all a matter of trust in God’s grace in Christ. In Him there is the final remedy for this world’s futility, which results from sin and from the prospect of death. Through His cross and resurrection, Jesus Christ has provided deliverance from this futile loop, and it comes by way of forgiveness. He has provided the hope of release from this futility, to which even plant and animal life have been subjected as a result of human sin. These aspects of the created world , too, will share in the coming liberation (Rm 8:21). From the viewpoint of eternity, there will be endless life in blessedness for the person who despairs of his own efforts and trusts in God’s remedy in Jesus Christ for futility. The basic positive truth in Ecclesiastes is that life has meaning and true pleasure only in God. Without Him nothing satisfies, but with Him we find satisfaction and enjoyment. True pleasure comes only when people acknowledge and fear God.


This gives us believers the right perspective on our current lives. God’s forgiveness, life, and salvation answer our worry, frustrated labour, and guilt. The death to which we have been bound as a result of sin has been abolished by our Saviour through His resurrection from the dead. That means that in this present life already we can stand firmly and immovably, and glimpse lasting value. We can do much work in the Lord, since we know that our hard work in the Lord is not in vain (1 Cor 15:58). Only the Gospel answers the futility about which Solomon writes. We know that we are righteous in God’s sight through faith in Jesus Christ, our substitute in sin and death. His redeeming love for us has given value to our existence and the hope of permanence in the life to come, where God will be our God and we shall be His people. Amen.

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE TENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Almighty and everlasting God, since nothing is hidden before You, and since all hearts are laid bare before You, give us true humility, reverence, and repentance as we now come before Your throne of grace. Do not remember our many sins, but only Your kindness and constant love in Jesus Christ, our Lord. We praise You for fulfilling Your eternal election of grace by sending Your Son Jesus Christ to shed His blood, the blood of the covenant, as our Saviour from sin. We praise You for giving us Your Holy Spirit to renew us day by day, to produce the results of Your grace.


Rule us by Your Holy Spirit that we may not give way to the evils of idolatry, sexual impurity, unbelief, and other great and shameful sins. Give us a living faith, which will enable us to stand firm at all times, and keep us from grumbling, doubt, or despair. Strengthen us whenever we are tempted, so that we may successfully resist Satan’s power.


Grant that we may all believe Your Word and heed its warnings, so that we may always do what is right, and live in the faith that leads to eternal life. Increase our hope of seeing Your glory.


We thank You for Your countless blessings in our lives. Grant that we may use them faithfully and responsibly as good stewards of Your varied gifts, as people who are grateful for all Your love.


Bless Your Church, O Father, so that Your name may be hallowed and Your kingdom may come. Continue to lead Your people to Jesus Christ, their Rock, and refresh them with the water of life. Equip Your people to proclaim Your truth with wisdom, love, and boldness, so that many more from all nations may call on Your name and be saved.


Convince the people in our country that righteousness makes a nation great, and that sin brings disgrace. Keep its people in Your care, so that honesty, uprightness, truth, and high moral principles may flourish, and all lawlessness, evil, and defiance of authority may be put down. We ask Your special blessing on all who govern, that they may have wisdom to rule according to Your direction.


Guard and protect our homes. Unite parents in mutual love and godliness. Enable them to rule their children well and bring them up in truth and righteousness.


We pray for those who are sick in body, mind, or spirit, for all who are in any danger; for all who are experiencing worry, doubts, disappointments, or defeat. Strengthen them in their troubles, and save them, for Your mercy’s sake.


Heavenly Father, You did not even hold back Your Son, but gave Him up for us all; with Him freely give us all things and hear our prayers. And to You, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, be honour and praise for ever and ever. Amen.

 

