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To our sons Luke, Andrew, Phillip and Mark

When you notice this dedication . . . likely some years from now,

May you be reminded of your mom and dad’s love for you and that:

 

In the pursuit of meaning you will find Jesus

And in the pursuit of Jesus you will find meaning.

 

It has been our greatest desire to pass on to you such a legacy.




Getting the Most Out of Ecclesiastes


“Everything has changed.” The words hung in her office like heavy drapes as I sat down for a meeting with Nancy, a very successful sales manager. And indeed, everything had. Today Nancy wanted to reflect on a most unusual topic for a business meeting: what is the meaning of life? Normally the epitome of efficiency, Nancy continued until every question got some kind of answer. I realized she was having an “Ecclesiastes moment.” We both were.

The date was Friday, September 14, 2001, three days and four airplanes after everything changed. We were all asking these questions: Can anyone explain it? How could it make any real sense? Does anything make sense?

Teresa and I were in the middle of revising this LifeGuide Bible Study, and I happened to have a copy of the original version with me. As I handed it to Nancy, I said, “This guide was written about a book that takes on life’s most difficult questions. As a matter of fact the very first sentence lays out the author’s stunning conclusion, ‘Meaningless! Meaningless! Everything is meaningless.’”

As Nancy and I continued to agonize aloud about life’s meaning, I took the opportunity to introduce her to what I’m about to introduce to you—the one book in the Bible that just does not seem to fit. What place could such a harsh assertion of meaninglessness have in a Scripture that intends to reveal the redeeming work of God in history?

Along with the book of Job, Ecclesiastes reminds us that God is bigger, and our life in this world more unpredictable, than we might think. The book invites us to take a realistic tour of life. The sight-seeing stops will likely leave those who enjoy nice, tidy answers rather perplexed, if not downright frustrated.


Who’s the Author?

Our guide for this adventure is introduced by the Hebrew title: qoheleth. The title, which translated into Greek is ekklesiastes, comes from a Hebrew word for assembling. It suggests a type of office-bearer. Thus we have such translations as “the Preacher” (KJV, RSV, NASB), “the Speaker” (NEB), “the Philosopher” (TEV) and the one we will use in this guide, “the Teacher” (NIV).

The Teacher identifies himself as “son of David, king in Jerusalem” (1:1). Such an identification naturally links him with the wisest of all Israel’s sages, King Solomon. Many commentators, however, believe that the Teacher was not actually Solomon but wrote in the tradition and from the perspective of Solomon.

The depth of insight found in the book would certainly argue for an author endowed with the kind of wisdom God granted to Solomon (see 1 Kings 3:5-12). If the Teacher was not actually King Solomon, he surely qualified as a star disciple of this master sage.

As a wise man, the Teacher represented a group whose influence and prestige grew to virtual equality with Israel’s prophets and priests. Israel’s wise men closely observed the interworking of nature and human experience. From this storehouse of wisdom, they made general pronouncements concerning life’s most perplexing issues and counseled people who faced difficult decisions.

The three most notable works of Israel’s wise men include Ecclesiastes, Job and Proverbs. Their mark on Old Testament literature may also be seen in the Song of Solomon, Lamentations and a number of the psalms (such as, 1, 37, 49, 73, 127, 133). This body of writing, called wisdom literature, has a strong influence on portions of the New Testament. Jesus frequently quotes proverbs and uses wise sayings. Paul often talks about the wisdom of God (see 1 Corinthians 1:18—2:16 as an example). And the book of James provides counsel in a style similar to Old Testament wisdom literature.




What’s the Point?

The Teacher’s message seems particularly aimed at the secularists—those who seek to find life’s meaning outside of a practical faith in God. With despairing perception, the author explores a grim reality he calls “life under the sun”—life outside of God’s control and goodness. He addresses some of life’s most sensitive questions: Does life really have meaning? Who is in control? What does it take to find satisfaction or even be content? How do we live wisely?

Much of the time God is left out of the discussion. But when he gets introduced, everything changes. “Life under the sun” becomes “life from the hand of God.” Chasing after meaning transforms into the pursuit of God. The exploration of life’s meaninglessness outside of knowing God thus becomes an invitation to know him. In its own unique way, Ecclesiastes ultimately introduces the One who “came that we might have life abundantly”—Jesus Christ himself.

Understandably, then, Ecclesiastes warrants special study by anyone in a formative period of life. Colleges would do well to set up a course for their freshmen and sophomores with Ecclesiastes as required reading. They could call it “Basic Living 101.”

As I told Nancy on that September day after everything changed, you don’t have to go through a world-altering event or a near-death experience to have an Ecclesiastes moment. All you really need to do is read Ecclesiastes itself, and it will either drown you in pessimism or bring you up for air within a God-centered worldview and hope.

In keeping with the book’s approach, the guide opens each new chapter not with a statement but with a question. May the Lord use Ecclesiastes to help us live in hope—the hope that putting Jesus in the center of life provides.




For Further Reading

For a full discussion of Ecclesiastes’s authorship, as well as other related issues, including background and date, see Michael Eaton, Ecclesiastes, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1983), or Derek Kidner, The Wisdom of Proverbs, Job and Ecclesiastes: An Introduction to Wisdom Literature (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1985). Two other helpful commentaries on Ecclesiastes are Derek Kidner, The Message of Ecclesiastes (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1976), and T. M. Moore, Ecclesiastes: Ancient Wisdom When All Else Fails (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2001).




Suggestions for Individual Study

1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.

2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.

3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.

4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.

Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.

5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.

6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.

7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.




Suggestions for Members of a Group Study

1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.

2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.

3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.

4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.

When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.

5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.

6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.

7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.

8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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