Wednesday 5th August 2009 8am BCP
SERMON 3 
  Ecclesiastes 12 v1-7 13, 14
"Fear God and keep his Commandments for this is the whole duty of man"  Ec12 v13
We continue with our Sermon Series on Ecclesiastes.
Today I have been the Vicar of Market Drayton for exactly one year.

And as I conclude one year let us conclude the Book of Ecclesiastes.

To date the writer has had Two Looks at Life.

In his First Look, Chapters 1 & 2, his conclusion was "Vanity of Vanity, All is Vanity"   All is meaningless. All is without sense.

Creation, Pleasure, Work, Wisdom. All are futile.

Nothing makes sense.  All is a Vapour. Nothing lasts.
In his Second Look he is more hopeful and says, "There is a Time for Everything under the Sun"

Everything has its place.

And if it has its place, it must have VALUE because time is the most valuable thing we have.
There is a time for everything means we have CHOICES and choices give MEANING. No longer is everything futile because I can choose, I can influence my life and what happens.

This takes us to Ecclesiastes Chapter 3 and verse 10.

By my reading Chapters 4 to 10 are really a re-statement of Chapters 1 & 2. Namely, that life is disappointing. 
Industry is governed by envy, idleness and contentment are no real solution, ambition is a striving after wind, avarice is evil, wealth brings many problems, success produces enemies, rulers oppress the people, wickedness is widespread and women are a snare!
And in the end we all die anyway.

(2)

Last week I said that we must be careful with the absolute statements in Ecclesiastes. They are sometimes deliberately provocative to make us stop and think. Overstatements are used so that a lesser point can be made.

Let me give you an example. And I think there is meant to be humour in it. I choose this passage with my tongue in my cheek.

Last verses of Chapter 7

"I have found more bitter than death the woman who is a snare and a net. He who pleases God escapes her. I have found that God makes men upright but women have many devices!"
No! he is not saying all women are bad.

But he is saying, for both sexes, that care needs to be taken over relationships for they can snare and depress rather than nurture and enhance a life.

Overstatement can be a helpful literary device to make a point.

His conclusion is that life is disappointing.

We hope for so much, but, so little fulfils.

The great thing about the Book of Ecclesiastes is that it strips away illusion.
In an age of Celebrity it is something most necessary.

We need a little more Ecclesiastes and a little less Big Brother.

We need again the clear message that pleasure and status and the trappings of life are NOT life, NOT reality, but only an illusion.

We live in an age of illusion.

Our newspaper headlines spell them out day after day.

Football & Sport; Fashion & Celebrity; The Lottery & Riches

The message of Ecclesiastes is: Shed Your Illusions.
Ecclesiastes is not a charter for being miserable.
It is just intensely realistic.

(3)

Some may want to dismiss Ecclesiastes as the reactionary ramblings of a Grumpy Old Man! But it is well thought through and thorough.

Simply, the author, 'The Gatherer', 
is searching for the KEY TO LIFE.

But everywhere he looks he finds no key, only futility.

That is everywhere he looks 'UNDER THE SUN'
And here IS the key!

"Under the sun" means "secular"  "on earth"  "from a human point of view"

The end of his quest did NOT PROVIDE a human philosophy that satisfied. It did not provide answers to the questions which plagued him.

There is not a secular answer to the meaning of life.

The questions and the difficulties are just too great for man to answer.

So, the key is NOT to look 'under the sun.'
The key is to look to heaven. LOOK TO GOD.
The God who is your Creator.

The Book of Ecclesiastes is 222 verses long.
Only in the VERY LAST TWO verses does he reach this conclusion!

1% of the entire book.

And perhaps this 1% is a parable in itself. Some people spend so much time and effort searching and thinking and looking and going up blind alleys that most of their life is gone before the penny drops.

(4)

How much better is Ecclesiastes 12 v1

"Remember your Creator in the days of your Youth"
This is the best of choices.

Along with charity.  "Cast your bread upon the waters"  Chapter 11
So, what is the conclusion 'The Gatherer' reaches?

The concluding words, the last words of the whole book are:
"The End of the Matter. All has been heard. 

Fear God and keep his Commandments, 

for this is the Whole Duty of Man.

For God will bring every deed into judgement, with every secret thing, whether good or evil"







Ecclesiastes 12 v13 & 14

The end of the matter.  All has been heard.

- The evidence has been weighed.

- The verdict is announced.

The Whole Duty of Man is here: 'FEAR GOD.'
Love Him.  Live for Him.  Trust Him.

"Keep his Commandments" means not, keep 613 small rules and regulations. No!

It means: bring the totality of your life to God.

Let God's will be your goal in every part of life, every aspect of what you do.

And by this standard will you be judged.

The conclusion of the matter is:
In any age, at any time, a person may safely trust God.

AT LAST, Ecclesiastes is satisfied.
And THAT is the end of the matter!!
