Meaningless?
Small Group Discussion
Ecclesiastes
Opening question: 

· Before you were a Christian, what did you think was the point to life?  …Or… If you’ve been a Christian since you were young, in what pursuits have you tended to find the most meaning? 

We are in our 4th of six weeks studying wisdom as revealed in Scripture.  In this past Sunday’s sermon, Pastor Josh looked at the book of Ecclesiastes, which wrestles the question:  “Is there a way to find meaning in this life?”
1. Josh first asked us to learn from the mistakes of the writer of Ecclesiastes.  The writer tried three main pursuits to find the meaning of life and all failed.
a. What is the meaning of the phrase (which is common in Ecclesiastes) “under the sun?” See for example, 1:3, 1:9, 1:14. (Leaders: Josh said that this phrase refers to life without regard for God or eternity—as if the here and now is all there is). 

b. In the passage below, what is the first pursuit that the writer identifies that fails at finding the meaning of life?
Ecc. 1:13-18 
“13 I devoted myself to study and to explore by wisdom all that is done under heaven. What a heavy burden God has laid on men!  14 I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind…. 17 Then I applied myself to the understanding of wisdom, and also of madness and folly, but I learned that this, too, is a chasing after the wind.  18 For with much wisdom comes much sorrow; the more knowledge, the more grief.” 
i. How could the gaining of wisdom and knowledge cause more sorrow and grief?
ii. What should be our proper attitude toward wisdom and knowledge?

c. In the passage below, what is the second pursuit that the writer identifies that fails to provide the meaning of life?

Ecc. 2:1-3 
“I said to myself, "Come now, let's give pleasure a try. Let's look for the 'good things' in life." But I found that this, too, was meaningless.  2 "It is silly to be laughing all the time," I said. "What good does it do to seek only pleasure?"  3 After much thought, I decided to cheer myself with wine…. In this way, I hoped to experience the only happiness most people find during their brief life in this world.” 

i. When we “seek only pleasure,” why is this meaningless?
ii. What do you think is the proper balance of seeking pleasure vs. being serious all the time?


d. In the passage below, what is the third pursuit that the writer identifies that fails to provide the meaning of life?

Ecc. 2:4-8  
“4 I also tried to find meaning by building huge homes for myself and by planting beautiful vineyards. 5 I made gardens and parks, filling them with all kinds of fruit trees. 6 I built reservoirs to collect the water to irrigate my many flourishing groves…. I also owned great herds and flocks, more than any of the kings who lived in Jerusalem before me. 8 I collected great sums of silver and gold, the treasure of many kings and provinces. I hired wonderful singers, both men and women, and had many beautiful concubines. I had everything a man could desire!” … “I even found great pleasure in hard work, an additional reward for all my labors.” 

i. Why is a focus on hard work and wealth ultimately unfulfilling? 
ii. Read Ecc 5:10-12.  How does this add to our understanding of wealth and true happiness?
iii. Have the pursuits of knowledge, pleasure, and wealth – or any other pursuit – ever left you feeling meaningless at some time in your life? How did God help you emerge from that feeling? 


2. Pastor Josh then stated that the Writer/Teacher of Ecclesiastes gave us three ways to find real meaning in life.
a. What is the first way to find meaning in life from Eccl 4:9-12? 

“Two people can accomplish more than twice as much as one; they get a better return for their labor.  10 If one person falls, the other can reach out and help. But people who are alone when they fall are in real trouble.  11 And on a cold night, two under the same blanket can gain warmth from each other. But how can one be warm alone?  12 A person standing alone can be attacked and defeated, but two can stand back-to-back and conquer. Three are even better, for a triple-braided cord is not easily broken.”


i. v11 - Have you ever been camping and had to snuggle to keep warm on a cold night?  Expand (but not too descriptive!).
ii. v12 – Have you ever had a friend who had your back, who you know will give you the benefit of the doubt not matter what they hear?  How does that feel?
iii. How can we better pursue significant, godly friendships or relationships?
 

b. What is the second way one finds meaning in life from these passages?
Ecc. 6:9 “Enjoy what you have rather than desiring what you don't have. Just dreaming about nice things is meaningless; it is like chasing the wind.”  

Ecc 7:10 “Don't long for ‘the good old days,’ for you don't know whether they were any better than today.”

Ecc 5.18 “Even so, I have noticed one thing, at least, that is good. It is good for people to eat well, drink a good glass of wine, and enjoy their work -- whatever they do under the sun -- for however long God lets them live.”
i. Why is it such a struggle to be “content in any and every situation”? (Philippians 4:12-13)
ii. How can God help us to be content?  What do they bring to the table that would enable us to find contentment in life?

c. What is the third way one finds meaning in life from these passages?

Eccl 12:13 “Here is my final conclusion: Fear God and obey his commands, for this is the duty of every person.” 

Eccl 2:25-26 A person can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in their own toil. This too, I see, is from the hand of God, 25 for without him, who can eat or find enjoyment? 26 To the person who pleases him, God gives wisdom, knowledge and happiness, but to the sinner he gives the task of gathering and storing up wealth to hand it over to the one who pleases God.

i. Josh stated, “Understand how this works: this is not just obeying God to get things; this is living to please God because he is your chief delight.”  Respond to this statement.  (For example, how can God be our chief delight?  What would that look like?)
ii. How does this insight compare with the foundational premise of wisdom in Proverbs? (See Prov. 1:7 and 9:10).
iii. How do you come to this place? How do you fear the Lord in this joyful way, such that his delight becomes your delight? (Josh said that it requires seeing Ecclesiastes in the Big Story of the Bible). 
iv. How did Jesus enter the “life under the sun” on our behalf, and offer us something more? 

3. Share and Pray: Among our usual prayer requests, let’s pray that God will help us find meaning in Him, as well as find meaninglessness in our false pursuits.
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