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Today we leave Proverbs and move into Ecclesiastes. You should know that not only are these two
books next to each other in our sermon series, they are next to each other in the Bible. Ecclesiastes comes
right after Proverbs. Both of these books are wisdom books, both of them are in the Bible, and both of them
are God'’s words to us through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. God wants us to have both of these books.

But now let’s imagine we are a person reading the Bible for the first time, reading it from cover to
cover. We have just finished reading Proverbs. We have just read Proverbs 31. Proverbs ends with this
beautiful, positive portrait of the wife of noble character. Proverbs finishes with this portrait of a woman who
lives in the way of wisdom. She immersed herself in wisdom and it has made her radiant. We read that she
brings good all the days of her life. Her business ventures prosper. She is clothed in fine linen and purple. Her
works bring her praise at the city gate, and her children arise and call her blessed. She is wisdom personified.
It’s almost as if Proverbs closes by saying, “See! This is what happens to you when you follow the way of
wisdom!”

So, our imaginary reader finishes the chapter and feels a warm rush of joy for the beauty of life and the
goodness of wisdom. Then she turns the page and reads chapter 1 of Ecclesiastes.

Talk about Biblical whiplash! Could there be two more contrasting figures than the wife of noble
character, and the teacher? Could there be two more different passages of scripture than Proverbs 31 and
Ecclesiastes 1? And they’re right beside each other! And they’re both the word of the Lord!!

What is this like? It’s like you’re a young man on the cusp of adulthood, about to go out into the world,
and you go to your family reunion. It’s a nice summer barbeque, and you’re sitting under a tree with your hot
dog and your lemonade talking to Aunt Gladys and Aunt Agnes. They are wearing flowered sundresses sipping
iced tea and they are smiling. “Oh honey,” they say, “you are going to do great!” “Just make sure to work
hard!” “Yes, and be honest with people, lying gets you nowhere!” “And make sure to remember what your
parents taught you — there are all sorts of pressures out there!” “And make sure to listen before you speak —
don’t be a blowhard!” “And don’t be too quick-tempered — make sure your patient with people!” “We are so
proud of you honey! Now, can | get you a slice of apple pie?” Gladys and Agnes are making you feel so good.

But now along comes Uncle Hank. Uncle Hank hasn’t shaved in a few days; he’s wearing an old t-shirt.
He’s drinking a Miller Lite. Uncle Hank grunts, “Are your aunts filling you up with their roses and sunshine!?
Just remember, they’ve never been off the farm! It ain’t that easy out there. Listen to me, I’'ve been out there
and I've seen things that’ll curl your hair”

Ecclesiastes is the curmudgeonly uncle of wisdom. He’s the contrarian. In the family conversation he’s
the skeptic, he asks lots of questions and he hates easy answers, he’s quick with a provocative word. If you
didn’t pick up on that from what | read, here are a few other things the teacher of Ecclesiastes says about life:
“Laughter is madness!” “I hate life. It’s just a chasing after the wind!” “Our days are full of darkness, with great
frustration, affliction and anger.” Proverbs lays out a nice clear path of wisdom. Proverbs says, “There is a
recipe for happiness.” Ecclesiastes comes along and says, “Not so fast there buster!”

God wants you to hear both these voices. The Holy Spirit speaks through both these voices. The
fullness of wisdom, the fullness of God’s Word to us includes the bright and hopeful vision of Proverbs AND
the skeptical words of Ecclesiastes. We need both these voices. The Holy Spirit obviously wants us to hear
both these voices.

So, let’s listen to Uncle Hank. Let’s listen to the skeptical voice of the teacher. Why is the teacher
skeptical about the neat and tidy formulations of wisdom? There are a couple of reasons, | think.



The first is death. In chapter 2:15 and 16 the teacher says, “What do | gain from being wise?” “The fate
of the fool will overtake me also...like the fool the wise too must die!” You can spend your whole life working
and saving and building, and death can just take it away. And then what have you actually gained from your
labors under the sun?

When | first started in ministry, | was in a ministry support group with a few other pastors. A couple of
those guys were older than me — | was in my 30’s; they were in their fifties. We were all working really hard: 6
days a week, lots of night meetings, no weekends. These guys had been doing it longer than me and you could
tell that they were tired, but they kept at it. Once in a while they would talk about retirement when they
would have time to do some of the things they couldn’t do now: travel, spend time with family. | won’t give
their names, but | will tell you that both of them retired at 65, got sick right after that, and died within a year.
Brutal. Of course this isn’t just a minister thing. I’'m sure that all of you can think of people you know who
poured themselves into their work, who burned the midnight oil, who looked forward to a day when they
could reap the harvest of all their labor, only to be incapacitated or die right at the end of their career.

The teacher of Ecclesiastes would say, “See! That’s what I’'m talking about! What do people gain from
all their labors at which they toil under the sun! It is meaningless! It is a chasing after the wind. It is wearisome
more than one can say!” For the teacher the circle of life is not this inspiring thing like it is in the Lion King; it’s
an exhausting prison: generations come and generations go. The sun rises; the sun sets. All the streams flow
to the sea and yet the sea is never full. Whether you are wise or a fool, round and round you go on the
hamster wheel of life until the day you die.

So, death is one of the sources of his skepticism; the other is dissatisfaction. The teacher says, even if
death doesn’t get you, even if you get the thing you’ve been working for your whole life, it might not be as
satisfying as you think. “Believe me,” says the teacher, “Because I've lived it!” Throughout the book of
Ecclesiastes, the teacher tells us he’s looked everywhere under the sun for satisfaction, “I tried wealth, | tried
pleasure, | tried wisdom, | tried power, and | achieved them all, but none of them brought me satisfaction; all
of them were a chasing after the wind.”

What is this like? | found myself thinking of dogs at the dog race this week. I've never been to a dog
race but I've seen them, and as | understand it, when the dogs race, they chase after a fake rabbit that zips
around the track just ahead of them. There’s a fake rabbit on this track and it zips along ahead of the dogs,
always a little out of reach. The poor dogs run around and around and never catch what they’re after - a
tragedy. But you know what would be worse? If one of those dogs ever did catch the electronic bunny. They
finally catch the rabbit and then find out it’s a fake. It’s not real! It’s an illusion! That would be it. That dog
would never run again. That dog would be the most cynical dog ever.

The teacher of Ecclesiastes caught the rabbit. And now he’s coming back to all of us who are still
running and he’s telling us, “l caught the rabbit folks, I've caught all of the rabbits under the sun, and this race
is not what you think it is! You are all chasing after the wind.”

Well, this is all very depressing. Aren’t you glad you came to church this morning!? Where’s the gospel
hope in this? It’s there. Let’s start with the very last verse of our passage. After chasing wisdom and
knowledge, the teacher says, “with much wisdom comes much sorrow, the more knowledge, the more grief.”
So, after realizing that nothing under the sun can satisfy his longings, the teacher hurts. He hurts because he
wants meaning! He wants satisfaction. He wants fulfillment.

We human beings are meaning making creatures. We want our lives to matter. We want to do more
than survive, we want significance. There is a cathedral of longing inside every human being, and we want to
put something in that cathedral that will make our lives meaningful. The teacher has put everything under the
sun in that cathedral, and nothing satisfied, so he threw those things out of his cathedral and now it's empty.
All that’s left is the longing. All that’s left is the hollow sound echoing in that empty vault when he cries out,
“Everything is meaningless!”

I humbly put to you that this is why the Holy Spirit put this skeptical book in Scripture. The Holy Spirit
put this book in the Bible to smash our vanity and our pretentions. The Holy Spirit put this book in the Bible to



smash all the meaningless idols that we try to put in the cathedral of our heart, and then the Spirit wants us to
feel the pain of longing. The Holy Spirit wants us to feel the emptiness in our cathedral.

I’'m not sure that the teacher of Ecclesiastes ever realizes it, but that pain is also God’s gift to him. That
longing is a homing beacon. That pain is the sound of God’s Holy Spirit calling out in his heart and maybe ours
too, “What you seek is not found under the sun! What your heart longs for cannot be filled by something
under the dome of the sky! God has put eternity in your heart! You are meant to live in communion with the
eternal God!” The teacher says that everything is meaningless under the sun, but, my friends, ‘under the sun’
is not all there is. Death is not a hard ceiling on the roof of the world. This world is more than its material
components. That longing that we feel in our hearts is a sign that we are meant for something more.

Back in April, the Artemis 2 mission came back after their flight around the moon. After the
splashdown and a time of decompression, the astronauts sat down for a press conference. Did any of you see
this? It was a remarkable conference. The astronauts had the humbling experience of seeing earth from space.
They spoke of how the gift of existence and the gift of life seemed so precious.

One of the most remarkable statements came from the captain of the mission, an American test pilot
named Reid Wiseman. By his own admission, he was not a Christian or a religious person of any kind. But the
experience seeing earth from space opened up something in him. It triggered his longing. Here’s what he did
when he got back home. “I’'m not really a religious person, but there was just no other avenue for me to
explain anything or to experience anything, so | just asked for the Navy chaplain to come visit us for a minute,”
“When that man walked in — I’d never met him before in my life, but | saw the cross on his collar, and | just
broke down in tears.” “It’s very hard to fully grasp what we just went through.”

Can you hear what’s happening here? What made Mr. Wiseman look for a chaplain after his trip? In
space he could hear the echo of that empty cathedral in his heart — but he had no words to explain what he
was feeling, he knew that the answer to that deep echoing longing could not be found under the sun, so he
went looking for a chaplain.

It’s appropriate that Mr. Wiseman broke down in tears when he saw the cross, because, whether he
realized it or not, in Jesus God came down to be with us under the sun. In Christ eternity comes to live in time
and space. Jesus walked with us under the sun and he showed us a life that wasn’t just a chasing after the
wind. The teacher of Ecclesiastes thinks that death is a hard ceiling on the roof of existence; Jesus kicks down
death’s door. We are not just going in circles under the sun until we die, in Christ we are part of an eternal
story of grace. When you belong to Jesus, and your life is about His kingdom, everything you do is meaningful.
Everything you do matters. Every act of faith, every act of hope, every act of love - they all build something
lasting.

In verse 10, the teacher asks, “is there anything new under the sun?” In 2 Corinthians 5 Paul answers
the teacher’s cynical question, “If anyone is in Christ, that person is a new creation. The old has gone. The new
is come.”

So, profession of faith people, as you go out into the next phase of your life, and all the rest of you, as
you go out into the work of your week, I’'m glad you got to hear Uncle Hank’s skeptical voice this morning but
let the last voice be Jesus’s voice. And he says — you are beloved, you are part of my eternal story, and
everything you do matters. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



