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    Introduction


    There are a lot of books (including the other books in the Little Black Books series) that talk through the nitty gritty of the tricky questions about God, faith and the Christian life. But sometimes we need to take a step back and ask the broadest and biggest questions there are. It’s good to have a detailed knowledge of predestination and a theology of suffering and sexuality (for example), but have you ever wondered what life is really all about? Have you wondered what you are supposed to be doing here? Are you just a product of thousands of years of chance? Is life supposed to be as random as it often appears?


    These are some of the deepest questions you can ask, and even some of the smartest people who have ever lived cannot answer them. Take Stephen Hawking, for example. Although he is confined to a wheelchair and has gradually lost the use of his voice, arms and legs to the point of paralysis, Professor Stephen Hawking remains one of the most intelligent human beings on the planet. Despite his disabilities, he operates a computer system attached to his wheelchair via an infra-red ‘blink switch’ clipped onto his glasses. By scrunching his right cheek up, he is able to talk, compose speeches, research papers, browse the internet and write emails. And he is perhaps the greatest scientist of our time. He is responsible for pushing along research into cosmology, quantum gravity, black holes and the big bang theory. He wrote a book called A Brief History of Time, which stayed on the London Sunday Times bestseller list for a record-breaking 237 weeks. He is an extraordinary man by every standard. But this great brain says:


    Even if there is only one possible unified theory, it is just a set of rules and equations. What is it that breathes fire into the equations and makes a universe for them to describe?[1]


    He doesn’t know. He does not believe in a personal God, and although he has devoted his mind and life to thinking about the universe, he still can’t explain its existence in the first place. He has since come out saying that the universe was fired into existence by gravity, but this is a bit of a chicken and egg thing, because he doesn’t adequately explain who or what created gravity.[2] And he still doesn’t explain why the universe was created—why there is something rather than nothing.


    Nor can Professor Hawking explain our existence. He cannot say what we are supposed to do and be in the time we have on the earth—this earth that he understands better than any human alive today.


    Without being arrogant, I think we can do better than Stephen Hawking. With a knowledge of God we can not only know, at least in part, what “breathes fire” into the universe, but we can also discover what life is all about and what we are supposed to do in the few short years we are alive.


    Our starting point will be to follow the journey of discovery that the Old Testament’s wisest man took in thinking about these questions. Then we will see that the question of our identity—who we are—will unlock the riddle of our purpose—what we are supposed to do in life.


    
      
        [1] Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time, updated and expanded 10th anniversary edn, Bantam, New York, 1998, p. 190.

      


      
        [2] Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow, The Grand Design, Bantam Press, London, 2010.

      

    

  


  
    Chapter 1.

    The search for meaning


    I saw a guy the other day who looked like he was into heavy metal music, and he was wearing this black t-shirt that had in big white letters these four words: BIRTH SCHOOL METALLICA DEATH. I’m not especially into metal but I did kind of envy this guy’s simple take on life. He was basically a walking advert for a way of life that’s all about Metallica. You’re born, and then you go to school to learn about life, and when you’re done at school, you’re in the Metallica stage of life, and then you die. Life is all about Metallica. I reckon that the guy with the shirt is probably pretty happy with his Metallica life.


    But it’s really too simple a way of understanding life. His t-shirt didn’t mention work or relationships or happiness or sadness or family. Fair enough—you can’t fit all those words on a t-shirt. Actually, most people can’t fit all those really important things about life in their heads without getting confused.


    The more you think about things, the more confusing life can seem. I mean, I’m confused about things like how a ship, as heavy as it is, manages to float when a tiny stone that I throw into the ocean sinks straight away. I also cannot understand how I can speak into a plastic phone receiver in Sydney and have a completely normal, real-time conversation with my brother in London as though he had just stepped into the next room to grab a banana. I am confused about how my voice can get there so quickly when it takes my body one whole day in a plane to get from Sydney to London.


    But there are more important things to be confused about—like how rich people are never really happy, and how justice doesn’t seem to come to those who need it the most. And why people get to a point where they just carry on with life without really thinking about it. Perhaps the answer is that when they stop to think about it, life seems all too meaningless. It’s easier to just get on with living.


    I would like to know how to live meaningfully when life seems meaningless. I would like to know what I am supposed to do with my life so that it’s not meaningless—so that on the one hand I’m not confused by it, and on the other, it’s not as one-dimensional as Metallica man thinks it is.


    We are not the first people ever to think about these things. There is a part of the Old Testament called Ecclesiastes where the wisest guy in the Old Testament, Solomon, tries to work life out. Sometimes he gets depressed, and sometimes he just settles for being content with the good times and the good things he is given. And although he eventually arrives at a suitable conclusion, you need to go the distance with him. Otherwise his conclusion doesn’t make any sense.


    Everything is meaningless


    When I say that Solomon gets depressed, I mean that he gets depressed because he observes so many meaningless things in life. That’s his motto throughout the book of Ecclesiastes: meaningless, meaningless, everything is meaningless.


    Life is boring and predictable


    Solomon watches everything that life on this planet involves and decides it is all meaningless, like “chasing after the wind” (Eccl 1:14). In other words, it’s pretty pointless. For a start, he discovers that there is a boring repetitiveness to life. People come and people go; only the earth stays the same. The sun rises and sets, then rises and sets again. The wind blows to the south, then to the north; round and round it goes. What has happened in the past will happen again in the future. If you think that something is new, you’re wrong. It has already happened, already been thought of, already been done. Nothing is truly new. He detects a boring predictability in the way the world works. Now, if you’re thinking that he’s not a very upbeat kind of guy, you have to remember that this was in the days before Metallica.


    Young people sometimes don’t pick up on this boring predictability because they are doing so many things for the first time. But at the risk of sounding like the old man sitting on his front porch chewing tobacco and cussing at the children passing by, it won’t be too long before you start getting sick of the ordinary course of things. You do the washing on Monday, hang it out to dry on Tuesday, and by Friday all your clothes are dirty and you have to start all over again.


    Let me confess something: many years ago I used to be an accountant. It was part of my job to do company tax returns. And because I worked for the same accounting firm for six years, I did the same companies’ tax returns year after year. I’d pull out the file and there’d be a divider for every year. Behind each divider everything was the same; it just had a different date on it. And sometimes when I’d drunk too much coffee or accidentally inhaled too much photocopying fluid, I used to think the file was whispering to me that there is a boring predictability to life. It’s been a long time since I left that job, but I bet you there is a divider for every year since then, and there’ll be a divider for every year that follows.


    The world was going before we were born, and will be going long after we die. The really depressing thing about this repetitiveness in life is that no-one will care that you or I lived. Solomon says, “There is no remembrance of men of old, and even those who are yet to come will not be remembered by those who follow” (Eccl 1:11). I thought about that for a while and realized that I don’t know anything about my great-grandparents—not even their names. You probably don’t know anything either—about your great-grandparents, I mean, not mine. If I live to see my great-grandchildren then I will be a lucky guy, but they will not remember me. The world and life will go on and on as they always have, but no-one will remember you or me once we’ve gone.


    Work is meaningless


    So maybe you think to yourself that if you are going to die anyway and no-one will remember you, you might as well make something significant of your life; leave your mark; find a career or a calling that makes a difference. I reckon that’s what plenty of people in our society do. They want to achieve in their careers; they want to leave their mark on the world.


    But Solomon asks, “What does man gain from all his labour at which he toils under the sun?” (Eccl 1:3). And he decides that work is meaningless, just like everything else. I reckon he sounds a bit like that old man on his porch when he says,


    I hated all the things I had toiled for under the sun, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control over all the work into which I have poured my effort and skill under the sun. This too is meaningless. (Eccl 2:18-19)


    Basically, he says, “I bust my butt all my life but I cannot take my work with me. I’ve got to leave it to the next bloke, who might be a twit.” It’s hard not to feel sorry for him.


    You’ve probably never heard anything about King Maximillian II of Bavaria, Germany, and I guess that’s because he was a stable, sensible and cautious king who strengthened the finances and security of Bavaria during the 1850s. But his son, King Ludwig II of Bavaria, was a raving nutcase who was obsessed with swans. As in, the birds. Swans. I get why people get obsessed with things like cars and sports and books and Metallica, but it’s weird to be obsessed with white birds with long necks. But Ludwig II was, so instead of building the Bavarian military for an upcoming war with France, he built a castle. He spent all the money in Bavaria, and borrowed millions more, to build this magnificent castle called Neuschwanstein (loosely translated as ‘New Swan’s Castle’). Neuschwanstein was never finished (although Walt Disney would later model Disneyland on it), and the province of Bavaria was left bankrupt.


    You cannot help but feel sorry for Maximillian. He toiled hard for Bavaria, but left it all to his son Ludwig, who ruined the province for the sake of building a castle dedicated to birds.


    Find a career that makes a difference? “Yeah, right”, says Solomon. All that happens is that the benefits of your work are left to whoever comes next, and he could be an idiot. It’s meaningless.


    Pleasures are meaningless


    If the world goes on and on and you die soon enough, and if work is meaningless and some other doofus is going to fritter away everything you’ve worked hard for, then you probably think to yourself that you might as well have some fun while you’re here. That’s pretty much what Western society has collectively decided. That’s why concert organizers know they can charge ridiculously high prices for concert tickets; they know that people will pay. That’s why we have retirees endlessly caravanning around the countryside. If no-one is going to remember them after they die, they might as well squeeze some fun into the years they have left.


    But Solomon has been here too. This is what he says in Ecclesiastes 2:


    “Come now, I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good.” But that also proved to be meaningless. (v. 1)


    I tried cheering myself with wine… (v. 3)


    I built houses for myself and planted vineyards. (v. 4)


    I amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinces. I acquired men and women singers, and a harem as well… (v. 8)


    I denied myself nothing my eyes desired;


    I refused my heart no pleasure. (v. 10)


    Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done…


    everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind… (v. 11)


    I realize he sounds a bit negative. But if you have ever gone back to class or work after a great camp or a great holiday, you know what he’s saying. You have a fantastic time away but when it’s over, it’s just gone. You can’t get it back. You can’t search for it; it’s like chasing after the wind. You can always look forward to the next holiday, but that will come and go as well, and you won’t be able to get that one back either. Pleasures are meaningless.


    And the more distance Solomon covers on his journey, the more depressing the situation becomes. Mankind has a sense of a greater destiny, but it’s out of reach and we cannot understand it (Eccl 3:11). In the place where justice should be, there is wickedness (3:16). Riches prove to be meaningless as well, because whoever loves money never has enough of it. Whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income (5:10). More wealth only brings more worry.


    Death is the great leveller


    And then there’s death. Death is the great leveller. If you’ve ever visited a nursing home, you know what an uncomfortable experience death is. The approach of death has a smell to it. And old people don’t recognize people they should be able to recognize, and you have to yell at them so they can hear you. Little kids don’t mind visiting really old people because they can easily scam lollies from them. But unless you’re a little kid, you know that all too quickly it will be you lying on that bed—old, frail and waiting to die. Death claims “the righteous and the wicked, the good and the bad, the clean and the unclean” (Eccl 9:2)… the same destiny overtakes us all. It doesn’t seem as if we’re any better off than the animals.


    There are some consolations


    Of course there are some consolations along the way, because God is good to us. Solomon’s journey of discovery is more like the voyage of the Titanic than a successful space shuttle mission; after all, he calls it “meaningless, a chasing after the wind”. But there are moments of light relief.


    If you can find work that is pleasing and enjoyable, go for it; that’s a gift from the hand of God (Eccl 5:18-19). Just because your efforts are going to pass to some other bloke who could be a swan-lover, that doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy your work if it’s satisfying. And just because travelling around the country in a caravan is meaningless, that doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t enjoy the fleeting pleasures of life when they come your way. So eat and drink and enjoy those things (Eccl 9:7). Just don’t expect them to provide meaning in life, and don’t strive after them as if they are the most important things in life. They simply make the meaninglessness a bit more bearable.


    And if you happen to find a good friend, that’s good too. Two are better than one, Solomon concedes, because if one falls down his friend can help him up (4:9-10). But again, companionship is not the answer to meaninglessness. Just like eating and drinking, it’s a consolation prize—something that makes life easier to bear.


    What is life all about?


    Solomon’s journey of discovery has uncovered the fact that everything—work, pleasures, riches, justice, and your ability to understand your own destiny—is meaningless. And the only consolations on offer are to eat and drink and try to find satisfaction in your work.


    If that’s what he uncovers, you might think his conclusion would be to just carry on in life without thinking about it, like most people do. Maybe we should just look for the simple pleasures as the best that life has on offer before we share the same fate as the animals. Birth, school, Metallica, death.


    But the book of Ecclesiastes does not stop there. Throughout the book, we get glimpses of God’s perspective through the eyes of Solomon as he mopes about the earth. For example, when Solomon sees things that aren’t right—wickedness in the place of justice—he notes that “God will bring to judgement both the righteous and the wicked, for there will be a time for every activity, a time for every deed” (3:16-17). In other words, wickedness does not go unnoticed by God, and justice will be done.


    In chapter 5, Solomon advises people to go to the house of God to listen and stand in awe of God, rather than to speak (5:1-2).


    In chapter 11, he tells people to “follow the ways of your heart and whatever your eyes see, but know that for all these things God will bring you to judgement… Remember your Creator in the days of your youth” (Eccl 11:9, 12:1).


    And at the very conclusion of the book, we find these timeless words:


    Fear God and keep his commandments,


    for this is the whole duty of man.


    For God will bring every deed into judgement,


    including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil. (Eccl 12:13b-14)


    What is life really all about? Is it about trying to find meaning in work, pleasures, riches, sex and knowledge? Is it about eating and drinking and finding an enjoyable job? Is it about nothing at all?


    No. The whole duty of man—what life is all about—is to fear God and keep his commandments. On this earth, people hope that work, pleasures, riches, sex and knowledge will fill their lives with meaning, but we know that such meaning is either temporary or elusive. Meaning does not come from these things.


    Meaning comes from living in right relationship with God, with a healthy reverence for him and his will for our lives. Ultimately, this is what it means to be truly human. We fear him by standing in awe, listening to his word, obeying his commands, and remembering him as the rightful Creator and Judge of the world, in the very centre of our lives. We live as he has told us because he sees all that is done under the sun, including every hidden thing—and even the hidden things matter enough to him to ensure that they are judged rightly. We enjoy the good things in life not because that is where meaning is found, but because meaning is found in living rightly before him—Creator and Judge.
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            If you would like to continue reading, you can purchase the ebook of The Holy Spirit at www.matthiasmedia.com/rd.html?sku=elbbwla.
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    Matthias Media is an evangelical publishing ministry that seeks to persuade all Christians of the truth of God’s purposes in Jesus Christ as revealed in the Bible, and equip them with high-quality resources, so that by the work of the Holy Spirit they will:


    
      	abandon their lives to the honour and service of Christ in daily holiness and decision-making


      	pray constantly in Christ’s name for the fruitfulness and growth of his gospel


      	speak the Bible’s life-changing word whenever and however they can—in the home, in the world and in the fellowship of his people.

    


    It was in 1988 that we first started pursuing this mission, and in God’s kindness we now have more than 300 different ministry resources being used all over the world. These resources range from Bible studies and books through to training courses and audio sermons.


    To find out more about our large range of very useful resources, and to access samples and free downloads, visit our website:
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    How to buy our resources


    1. Direct from us over the internet:


    – in the US: www.matthiasmedia.com


    – in Australia and the rest of the world: www.matthiasmedia.com.au


    2. Direct from us by phone:


    – in the US: 1 866 407 4530
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    – international: +61 2 9233 4627
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