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Chapter 6

6:1-6  LIFE CAN BE HORRID
I discovered something really bad about this world that makes life very hard for people.

Take this example:  There’s an ordinary man to whom God gives lots of money so that he is very rich and has plenty of everything.  There isn’t anything he would like that he can’t have.  So now he could really enjoy life.  Then, suddenly, God does not allow him to enjoy it.  Something goes wrong.  He isn’t even able to pass his wealth on to his family.  It is a foreigner and a complete stranger who ends up taking over and enjoying what belonged to that man.  Why does God do this sort of thing to people?  For that unfortunate man life is empty and worthless.  It’s all a huge disappointment.  It makes one sick!

Take another case:  There’s an important or privileged man who has a very big family, with lots of children.  He also lives a very long life.  But however many years he lives, what if he is not happy and never satisfied with all that he’s got?  What if he doesn’t even get a decent funeral and final respect?  Then let me tell you this:  That man is no better off than a baby that dies before it is born!

There’s no point in that baby being born.  With bitter heartache they have to bury it.  It doesn’t even have a name, because nobody wants to talk about it.

Though it never saw life, and never knew what it is like to live, that baby has more peace and quiet than that important man.

Even if he could live for a thousand years and just go on and on, he will never enjoy true happiness.  Anyway, both that man and that baby will end up in the same place: they’ll both be buried – won’t they?

6:7-12  LIFE IS SO DISAPPOINTING

All the hard work that ordinary people do is so that they have enough food to eat.  All their struggles are so that they can live.  Yet for all their work and struggles they never get real satisfaction and fulfilment.  Life is just too frustrating!

Does a wise man really get more out of life than a fool?  Does he actually get further than someone who happens to make some stupid mistakes?  Why must a poor man learn how to behave respectfully in the presence of successful people?

It turns out that it’s better to have what you can see is there, than to go after what you imagine you would like.  But to have to settle for second-best is so frustrating!  What’s the point of living like this?  Life is so disappointing! 

There’s nothing really new in life.  It’s all happened before.  Whatever there is was given a name long ago!  And what people are like is known by anyone.  We know how people behave.  For instance, we all know that you cannot argue with someone who is stronger than you.  Another point is that people can be a problem.  There’s nothing new in that!

Where there’s lots of talk the people talking a lot are really saying nothing.  Listen to them: they go on and on and what they say is just talk, and there’s no point to it.  It doesn’t make us better people.

No one knows what’s best for people during their life.  Their lives are so short and so meaningless and pointless.  We never become what we want to be.  One’s life passes away like a shadow.  A shadow lasts only for a day – IF the sun shines!  Life is very short, and very frustrating!  There is absolutely no one who can tell anyone what is going to happen in this world after his or her life is over.

Chapter 7

7:1-6  PUT YOUR LIFE TO GOOD USE

To be respected by people is better for you than to have the good things in life.  The kind of person you turn out to be in the end is more important for you than your birthday.

It’s better to go to the home of someone who is grieving, to comfort and encourage, than to go to a place where there’s a party to have a good time.  Go to someone who has lost a loved one, for that is how all of us are going to end up.  Supporting someone grieving will help you prepare for the time when you lose someone you love, and even for when your turn comes to die.  While we live we must always remember that death is going to catch up with us some day.

Getting upset could be better for you than a lot of joking.  This is because having to face problems produces in you a strong character.  

A wise person is concerned about those who are going through suffering.  A fool is interested only in having a good time.

If a wise or sensible person warns you that you are wrong, and corrects you, that is good for you, even if you don’t like it.  It’s far better for you than to listen to fools singing your praises.

Have you heard a fire burning thorns?  The thorns make such a crackling noise as they burn.  If you have to use a thorn fire to cook with, you will find the crackling sound irritating.  That is what it is like to have to listen to the stupid laughter of a fool.

7:7-9  BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU DO

A guilty conscience makes a clever person completely unreliable.  A bribe wipes out someone’s good sense and decent feelings.

Always remember that how your plans work out in the end is more important than how you start off with them.  So it is better just to be patient and see what happens rather than to boast about what you are going to do.

When you get upset, don’t get too angry too quickly.  Remember that people who keep anger going in their feelings are fools.  It’s a stupid thing to do!

7:10-12  WHAT WE REALLY NEED IS GOOD SENSE

Don’t make the mistake of asking why the “good old days” were better than nowadays.  It’s not sensible to ask a question like that.  There’s no point in wanting to go back into the past.

If you are fortunate enough to receive an inheritance or a big bonus of extra money, it’s a good thing to have extra good sense or extra wisdom to know how to use it.  This life is so hard that even those who are very fortunate need a lot of good sense in order to cope with it.

While people seem to be safe and secure if they have wisdom or money, there is a special advantage to having understanding or wisdom.  Wisdom makes you a better person; money does not.

7:13-14  GOD CONTROLS LIFE

Take a proper look at the things God does.  Who can challenge him or stop him doing what he does?  If God sends bad news, then who can turn that into good news?  Who can reverse whatever God does that we may not like?  It is so obvious in life that no one can tell God what to do or what not to do.

Therefore, if things go well with you, enjoy it and make the most of it.  But if things go wrong, stop and think: God not only sends good times; he also sends trouble.  This is why people cannot predict what is going to happen next.  We just don’t know what God is going to do in the future.  So, be ready for anything!
7:15-19  BE SENSIBLE AND CAREFUL IN LIFE

All this is what I saw and understood when I realised how empty and short my life is.  For instance, there was a good man who was dying young although he had lived a good life.  And there was a bad man living to a ripe old age although he had lived a bad life.  It just doesn’t make sense!

So don’t try to be too religious in this hard world.  It doesn’t work.  No one wants it.  And don’t try to be too clever.  You don’t have all the answers to life, and being too clever and just relying on your guesses can ruin you.

On the other hand, don’t become too reckless and uncaring and just give in to what is wrong and bad.  Don’t be a fool!  Why must you die early because you have lived a rotten or sinful life?

It’s a good thing if you can get this balance right: don’t be utterly stupid, but also don’t be too clever.  Hold onto what is right, and don’t give in to doing what is wrong.  For if you are serious about God and his honour, you will get away from both kinds of mistakes and faults: don’t be too stupid and don’t be too clever!  

Wisdom, to a wise man, is more useful and helpful than a whole committee of rulers who are in the town.
7:20-22  NO ONE IS RIGHTEOUS

There is a reason why life is so complicated and disappointing and why the world is in such a mess.  It is because there is no one on earth who is good.  There is no one at all who is righteous, and who never sins.  

So here’s a small bit of useful advice:  Don’t take to heart everything that everyone says.  Take no notice if someone who works for you dislikes you and grumbles about you or says nasty things about you.  That’s what the world is like, because people are not righteous.  Don’t expect everything to be just fine and everyone to be nice to know.

But there’s also something else you should bear in mind:  There are many times, aren’t there, when you have also done the same thing, hmmm?  Your conscience knows that you have also disliked others and grumbled about them.  You have said things about people you should not have said.  You know that, don’t you?

7:23-26  THERE’S NO ANSWER TO LIFE’S PROBLEMS

I looked into all this and tested it.  I said:  Let me get the wisdom I need to understand this crazy world.  But I found it too complicated and difficult even for me.

Whatever the answer to life may be, it is too far away, too remote, for us to find it.  It’s too deep!  It is utterly unsearchable!  Take my word for it: no one, I’m afraid, can possibly discover it!

Yes, I even set about trying to find the answer to life, and applied my mind to it.  I tried to work it out and search for wisdom and the reason why people do what they do.  What is the sense behind it all?  I even tried to get to understand why people cheat in order to get rich.  Why do they behave so stupidly, why so utterly foolishly?  Why on earth do people boast about what is crazy, insane and mad?

Why is it that men get themselves into so much trouble where sex is concerned?  I am finding that the desire or lust to have sex with a woman can turn out to be something that is more bitter than death itself.  The woman who takes advantage of this to catch or trap a man has the power to make him useless or to compromise him.  He is then not free to live a proper or decent life.  If anyone wants to please God he will have nothing to do with this sort of thing, or with such a woman.  But someone with sin in his life will fall for her and be trapped by it.

7:27-29  IT’S HARD TO FIND SOMEONE YOU CAN TRUST

Listen to this, to what I found out, says the special teacher’s report.  I learnt it by one experience after another, as I tried to make sense of it all.

I learnt this the hard way when I was still searching for the answer about life but could not find it.  I found that there was just one man in a thousand that I could trust and rely on.  But among all these women I found that there were none.

Please just see this:  I learnt that God made human beings the right way, decent and honest.  But they wanted to become clever and smart and rich, and have it all their own way.

Now you can read Ecclesiastes chapters 6 and 7 in your own Bible.
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THE RIDDLE OF 

ECCLESIASTES
INTRODUCTION
The book ECCLESIASTES is rather different from the other books of the Bible.  For many people it is a puzzle and a riddle.  For them the book should be spelt Ecclesias-tease!
Although the book was written in Hebrew its name is a Greek word.  The book Ecclesiastes [ee-klee-zee-ass-teez] was translated from Hebrew into Greek sometime after 200 BC.  Alexander the Great conquered the world roughly 300 years before Christ.  That resulted in Greek becoming the language everyone could speak.  Even the Jews spoke Greek, and did so right down to the time of Jesus.  We know that some of Jesus’ teachings were in Greek.  People came to listen to him from outside of Israel.
The word Ecclesiastes means an assembly together of a lot of people who have come to listen to a lecture by an expert.  The expert is rather like a university professor, although our Bibles usually translate the word Professor as Preacher or Teacher.  Well, the writer is all of that: he’s an expert, a professor, a teacher or a preacher all rolled into one.  In fact, he is even more than that.  The ideas in this book come originally from King Solomon, who was a very wise man.  He was an expert in the knowledge of life.  Life is very complicated, and therefore very hard.  It gets more and more complicated, and harder and harder, as we get older.  So when a gifted teacher offered to give a lesson about the problems of life, there would have been a big assembly of people gathering to listen.  Solomon hoped that young people would learn something useful from the experiences and wisdom of older people.  But even older people still have lots to learn about life.  In time believers came to realise that this book actually came from God.  He used Solomon to get these ideas through to us.
The subject of the lecture is:  Why is life so difficult?  Why do we have so many problems?  Why is there so much trouble and suffering in the world?  Why do we get so disappointed at times, so frustrated, so upset and even depressed?  Why won’t things come right, even when we work hard?  Why do things go wrong when we are having a good time?  Why do people behave in a way that is so annoying or discouraging or even frightening?  Why do we have so much to worry about?  
The problem with all these troublesome questions is that there IS a God.  There is a God who is good and who is in control of life.  Why then does he allow so much pain and so many disasters?  Why does he leave us to struggle so much?  And when we do struggle and try our best, why can’t we get things to go right?  The most popular question in the world is, Why?  Actually, “why?” is the most unpopular question in the world!
In the book of Proverbs we are told that if we do what’s right, things will turn out right, but if we do what’s wrong, things will go badly wrong for us.  Many people, who believe in God, have discovered that this is true.  But what the book of Ecclesiastes now says is this:  What if you do what’s right, but things go horribly wrong?  And what if you see people doing what’s wrong, but they get away with it, or things even go well with them?  That is when decent people get confused, especially about God.  That is when good people who are struggling get especially confused about God.
King Solomon was so successful that he had a lot of time that he could spend on his favourite hobby.  His hobby was to think about life.  As the very successful ruler of a great and peaceful and wealthy or prosperous country he had a lot of experience.  He did his people a lot of good.  He had lots of time to enjoy himself, and he did enjoy himself.  He could afford whatever he wanted.  He had met a lot of important and gifted people, and spent a long time discussing all sorts of issues with them.  He also read a lot.  He studied the teachings of other great masters to learn what he could from them.  He knew his Bible very well, and loved it.    Solomon loved the Word of God and he loved God.  And God loved him.
King Solomon was a believer in God, and dedicated to the Lord.  He had studied the Bible well.  In those days the Bible was mainly the five books of the Law of God, given to the Israelites by Moses, the Servant of God.  Solomon also knew about Joshua and the Judges, Ruth and Samuel and Saul.  He knew his dad, King David, very well.  Solomon also had a lot of Psalms written by his dad.  After doing a lot of thinking and making notes, Solomon came up with the interesting and challenging ideas that are in the book of Ecclesiastes.  These ideas could be used by future teachers or preachers.  They are very helpful ideas when life gets too much for us.
Of course, Solomon was not the only person who did a lot of thinking about life.  There were many people who were attracted to the same studies.  But Solomon’s thinking was different and more helpful than that of all the other experts in the world.  The other thinkers in history found the problem of life so complicated that they felt they had to choose one or other simple idea for people to live by.  This is what people usually do.  This is what we ourselves do: every person decides for himself or herself which way to live.  This of course does not help us when things get too difficult.
Some people decide that the best way to live is to work hard.  Work hard, stay busy; drive yourself to do your best.  Discipline and train yourself to do well.  That is what successful people do.  This is also the sort of advice that many parents and teachers will give to children and young people.  Of course it is good advice, although it’s not easy to do.
Others decide that the best way to live is to enjoy oneself as much as one can.  Have fun, and get as much pleasure out of life as you can.  That’s because we have only one life and we don’t live long.  Here Solomon was not talking about behaving stupidly and doing all the wrong things just for fun.  What he means is doing things one likes to do, and enjoying oneself, instead of working hard.  This is exactly what most teenagers like to do, and there is nothing wrong or bad about it.  There is a famous old saying:  “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.”  But the big problem is that having a good time does not stop things going horribly wrong in one’s life.  When that happens all one’s good times end up in the dustbin.
The most common choice in life is either to work hard and well, on the one hand, or to enjoy oneself as much as one can, on the other.  But whatever you decide to do you are going to have lots of frustrations, lots of struggles, lots of pain and lots of suffering.  Things just do not work out the way we want them to.
That is why some people turn to religion.  They think that what you must do is keep a lot of good rules.  Be a good person, and trust that God will look after you.  Listen to what your church believes and teaches, and try to live up to those standards.  But the problem here is that one church teaches one thing and another church teaches something different.  Some people agree with a certain teacher, while others disagree with him.  They like or prefer another teacher with different ideas.  Everybody has to decide for himself or herself what to believe.  But whatever church you join, or whatever teacher or preacher you choose to listen to, you are still going to have lots of frustrations in your life.
The reason for these problems is that only God really understands life.  We cannot.  On top of that we cannot fully understand God.  If we struggle to understand the universe and the world that God made, it is clear that we are going to struggle even more, much, much more, to understand God who made it all.  This is what the cleverest people in history have discovered.  But whether we are clever or not we all find God difficult to understand.  Even if we do get to know God and become his friend we still have lots of problems and frustrations.
Solomon decided to listen to all these different ideas that people had.  He not only thought about them, he even experimented with them all.  He tried all of them.  And he found that none of them really work.  He came to the conclusion that life is so complicated that no one can find the answer to why it becomes such a problem as we grow older.  So Solomon gave up trying to produce a man-made answer or solution to the challenge of life.  But he did not give up looking for answers.  He came to realise that it is God who has the answers.  He saw that only God can help us to cope with life.  Solomon believed in God, and trusted God.  So he decided that he must get the answers he was looking for, from God.  
Solomon knew that only God knows the future.  That is why he alone understands what is really going on in the world and what is going to come of it.  So once Solomon got God’s guidance and help to understand life properly, he was able to find the answer he was looking for.  And it was an answer that surprised him.  The answer is so simple that most people just do not notice it.  They don’t think about it, even though it is so obvious.
But before we look at that answer, let’s take a look at how King Solomon saw the problem of life.
What one looks for in life is something called satisfaction.  Satisfaction means that I can get what I want, and that I feel good.  Unfortunately, this is the very thing that we just cannot get out of life.  If ever we get what we want at any time, it is not long before we are lumped with what we don’t want and don’t need.  If ever we feel good it is just for a short while, and then life becomes unpleasant and unwelcome again.  
In fact, says the Teacher, there is more to it than that.  Not only do people feel good for a very short time, but most times, even when they feel good it is only really half-good.  Deep down there are still worries that won’t go away.  Often when people seem to be having a good time, they are just pretending that all is well.  People spend a lot of time trying to impress others, or even trying to bluff them.  Most times their happiness is not real.  They say everything is fine, but they do not really mean it.  In the same way many people give the impression that they are well-off and successful and important, but nobody else knows how worried they are when they try to go to sleep.  People who have what looks like a big smile pasted on their face often have a heavy heart inside them as well.
There is another even bigger problem, says the teacher.  We all get to see that even successful people end up dying.  Those who may be important, or even very important, don’t last very long.  Even the few lucky ones who do seem to have found happiness, all die.  Sooner or later they are dead – all of them.  They are dead forever.  So Solomon says this:  In the grave, what is the difference between someone lying there who was successful and someone who was a failure?  Is there any difference between a person who was apparently happy, and someone who was obviously miserable?  Both good people and bad people end up dead together.  So what’s the difference?  No, there isn’t any difference!  They are both dead – that’s what!  They are dead forever and ever.  In fact, come to think of it, how is a dead person any better or superior to a dead animal?  People die just as animals do.  Death is the thing that not only ends life, but also wrecks it.  Death is the unhappy end for everyone, man or animal, rich man or poor man, good man or bad man.
Our royal Teacher also mentions another frustrating problem:  There is so much injustice in our world.  Even if you do what’s right, and stick to your beliefs and standards, others don’t.  You may do what’s right, but most people will be doing what’s wrong, and that will cause you big headaches or depressing heartaches.  People are so awkward, so thoughtless, so unkind, so frustrating, and so troublesome!  There is so much in our world that is so unfair!  Some people are lucky, while many others have lives that are so pathetic and sad.  There are some people in prison who should no longer be there.  There are even some who should never have been put there in the first place.  But there are many who should be in prison but are walking free and making trouble for others.  There are even some judges who are unjust or unable to do their work properly.  There’s a lot of unfairness that people do not dare talk about.  They have to keep their mouths shut and just put up with it.  
Another huge problem is that many leaders of countries fail to do their duties well.  Indeed, most of the leaders of most countries are bad or poor rulers.  They make massive mistakes that cause many people in their nation a lot of trouble and suffering.  Ordinary people can do nothing about this.  Even if you have a good leader there are usually many people working under him who are not good.  A good leader has a tremendous struggle trying to get his officials to do what he wants.  But even if he succeeds, he is soon gone and someone else takes over, and things get bad again.
Another problem in life is money.  Everybody needs it.  Most people want more of it.  This causes lots of trouble in life.  People lie and steal and cheat and commit fraud to get their hands on money.  People are greedy and unkind.  A lot of money is wasted.  It is often spent on the wrong things.  Money, and arguments about money, spoil friendships and even split families apart.  Some people become too rich, while others end up too poor.  The love of money corrupts anyone and everyone.  When we love money more than honesty and integrity we are doomed to be ruined.  When money matters more than people, we are a shameful disgrace.
It is also a pity and a shame that when God gives some people special talents and abilities, so many of them become proud and vain.  They see themselves as better than others.  Their wonderful ability is spoilt or undermined by their selfishness and arrogance.  Their skill is great but their character is pathetic.  This is another frustration in life: the waste of a good talent.
Even religion can become a problem, and a very big problem at that.  Religion is meant to give us something higher in life to live for.  It is supposed to make us better people.  But often people’s religion makes them difficult to understand and hard to live with.  They say and do foolish things.  They become stubborn and unreasonable.  They argue and criticise.  They are unpleasant and unhelpful.  Religion has made life very difficult and full of suffering for lots of people throughout history.  Religion is supposed to save us, not only from sin and death, but also from foolishness.  Yet all too often religion is the cause of very unfortunate folly and even, sometimes, of terrible foolishness.  Religion can make people blind to common sense and utterly unable to see someone else’s point of view.  Religion has deeply divided a lot of people.  It has turned nation against nation.  It has been the cause of many wars and much fighting and cruel bitterness.  One could say that religion has been one of the worst evils in mankind’s history.  Religion often produces two of the world’s greatest evils:  persecution and hypocrisy.
These are some of the problems that the royal teacher has learnt about and thought about.  They are some of the reasons why life can become so hard, so frustrating and so painful for all of us.  Life itself is always full of problems.  On top of that, people make life very difficult for us.  What’s worse is that we ourselves make so many mistakes.  This adds to all our other frustrations and regrets.  
Then there is also the big and mysterious problem of how much control does God have over our lives?  We call that problem Providence.  Providence means that God takes over what happens.  It means that God is somehow responsible for whatever occurs.  God does things we do not understand.  We don’t understand why God allows so many bad things to happen.  Some of them are very bad indeed, and cause a lot of pain and suffering.  We not only cannot understand these happenings, but nobody can do anything about them.  We are all helpless.  And when we are helpless life becomes meaningless.  When we can’t control trouble, and when trouble gets a nasty grip on us, life is a nightmare.  It becomes depressing.  It causes people to ask a lot of questions, awkward questions.  Why is life like this?  How are we to live our lives?  Has anyone got any answers that will help us in any way?  What is God doing when there is a disaster or a war?  What is God up to when he lets trouble hit us hard?  

Because Ecclesiastes talks so much about all these problems some people have wandered why this book is in the Bible.  They say that there is so much frustration in the book.  People like to think that the Bible should be a comforting and encouraging book.  But the book of Ecclesiastes is not only about our problems in life.  It is also about how to face all these problems.  Ecclesiastes is written to help us when we get frustrated or upset or confused.  It gives us some light when life gets dark and depressing and meaningless.
There are three important reasons why Ecclesiastes is part of the Bible.  

First, Ecclesiastes has been in the Bible for a very long time.  After the Second World War ended in 1945, a great discovery was made near the Dead Sea in the Middle East.  An Arab shepherd boy discovered some ancient scrolls sealed in clay jars, hidden in some caves.  The caves were in the side of cliffs, and very difficult to get to.  They were called the Dead Sea Scrolls.  They were ancient copies of the Bible written by very religious Jews a few years before the time of Christ.  Those Jews were people who were extremely unhappy with the religious authorities because they were such an ungodly lot.  In their writings was a copy of Ecclesiastes.  That’s how we now know that Ecclesiastes was a part of the Bible before Jesus was born.

Secondly, Ecclesiastes was part of the Bible that was used by the Jews in the time of Jesus.  Jesus accepted the Bible as the Word of God, the Holy Scriptures.  Remember that in Jesus’ time there was no New Testament.  The Bible in those days was just the Old Testament, but it was the whole Old Testament.  Jesus used that Bible to teach people.  He never ever criticised any part of it.  It was only some Jews who did that.  In the same way there are some Christians who also don’t like some parts of the Bible.  Those Jews and those Christians are not really God’s people.  God’s people listen to him.  They don’t argue with him.  Ecclesiastes was part of the Bible that Jesus studied and used and loved.
Thirdly, shortly before 100 AD a Jewish council got together to take a final decision about which books should be in the Bible, that is, in the Old Testament.  They did this merely because there were some Jews who were still arguing about which books should be in the Bible and which books should not be in the Bible.  Most people and most rabbis [rabbighs, a Hebrew word] had agreed about the books of the Bible, but there were still some who argued, or disagreed, about some books.  Ecclesiastes was one of those books that some Jews did not like.  So the council of religious leaders discussed the question:  Was Ecclesiastes from God, or was it not?  There were some other books that they also discussed like this.  Some of those books were rejected.  They did not seem to be inspired by God.
This council met about 60 years after Jesus left earth.  Jesus died and rose again somewhere around 30 AD, or maybe a bit before.  The Jewish Council met to take a final decision in an effort to stop the arguing.  It decided once and for all that Ecclesiastes was truly a part of the Bible.  After that the Christians church also argued about which books should be in the Bible, whether Old Testament or New Testament.  But by 300 AD the whole Christian church had accepted that Ecclesiastes was inspired by God.  From then on the Bible, Old Testament and New Testament, was what we have it today.
Over the centuries Jews and Christians have read Ecclesiastes in the Bible.  The more they read this book the more helpful they find it.  The older one gets the more one sees in it the wisdom of God.  The reason why there is so much frustration in Ecclesiastes is simply because there is so much frustration in life.  Ecclesiastes is helping us to face frustration, which is difficult for all of us.  As Job is a book that helps us to face suffering, so Solomon’s Ecclesiastes is a book that helps us to face disappointments and frustration.
The thoughts of Solomon turned to this great challenge that is common to us all.  Solomon’s life went through a number of stages.  He began life as a boy or young man who gained the confidence of his father, King David.  David saw Solomon’s potential and chose him to be the next king after him, even though he had a number of brothers who were older than he.  David’s choice soon proved to be an excellent one.  Solomon was godly, wise, capable and a strong ruler.  He was just what the country needed.  Solomon had a close relationship with God.  He learnt a lot from God, and enjoyed God’s support.  The people who worked for him respected him highly, and many people co-operated with him and benefitted from his wisdom and leadership.  
But as time went on things began to change.  Solomon changed.  He changed from a straightforward, dedicated young man to become a more complicated and questioning person.  Life became too complicated and difficult even for him.  He got involved with too many people.  He got too busy with too many projects.  He also got caught up in lots of reading, lots of studies, lots of discussions.  He spent a lot of time thinking.  Some of it was useful; some of it was just experimenting.  Some of it was a waste of time.  Although he had begun his rule or reign as king by strengthening David’s kingdom, he later on began to weaken it.  
Through all this time he kept notes of his thinking, his experiments, his successes and his failures.  He recorded his ideas as he went along and also made notes of how he changed his ideas from time to time.  He said that he tried being strict and working hard.  But then he also tried enjoying himself.  He tried living by high standards, and he also tried having as much pleasure and fun as he could.  But nothing really worked.  He never felt truly satisfied.  He never became really happy.  He was never confident that he was doing his best.  He could never be sure that everything would always be fine, just the way he wanted it.  He could not find satisfaction in life.  Life was empty, frustrating and meaningless.
But Solomon did not give up.  As he went over and over his notes, he began to see something that would help him, something that would also help all of us.  He found two ideas that could make life work, two ways that could make our lives meaningful and worthwhile.  
His first suggestion is that we forget all our big ideas and worries, and concentrate instead on one simple thing: Today!  Leave yesterday behind.  Don’t worry about tomorrow.  
What do you need to do 

today?  
What should you be doing 

today?  
What would you like to do 
today?  
What good can you do 

today?
Watch the sun come up.  Then think: what am I going to do before it sets in the evening?  Take one day at a time.  People look for success or pleasure.  They want to feel good or important.  They think about how to get what they want.  Try instead to face life in a different way:  What is the right way to live today?  What do I need to do or what should I do today?  What are my responsibilities?  What is my duty?  Life is really about today.  
When I try to think about the future I am moving into God’s office where I don’t belong.  The future is what God has planned.  The future is NOT going to be what I want.  It is God who controls it.  That is not yet our world.  Our world is the here and now.  We are responsible for today.  Today is not too complicated for us, even though life is too complicated for us.  We must do what we have to do today.  We must do whatever good we can today.  Even a little bit of good is a very good thing.  

We must also enjoy the day as best we can.  Do what is right.  Do your duties well.  That gives you a good feeling.  Focus on ordinary things that have to be done.  Enjoy whatever you do.  Be proud of your efforts.  Keep your conscience clear, behave properly and treat people well.  Be friendly.  On top of that if you get a chance to do something that you would enjoy, seize the opportunity.  If you get a fortunate break, take it.  If you are able to have some good fun, go for it!  All that is God’s will.  Two things we must never lose sight of in our religion is the importance of our common sense and our sense of humour.
God has given us a small job to do today.  He just asks us to do what we can.  We must do it from the time we get up with the sun until we go to bed with the sun.  This is what each one of us has to manage.  There is lots to do in a day.  There is lots that we can do, and it’s NOT too complicated or difficult.  Just face whatever problems there are, without panicking, without getting frustrated, without complaining or going to pieces.  Don’t give in when it gets bad.  Keep going, even if it’s hard – just for today.  Keep going until bed-time.  Tomorrow is God’s problem.  Today is our responsibility.  Plan it well; tackle it well – and don’t give up.  Keep a positive attitude until the day is done and the shadows go to bed.
Of course, there are times when we have to plan or prepare for the future.  There are some things we need to do today in order to be ready for something we have to do tomorrow.  We have to study for weeks to be able to write exams at the end of the course.  But instead of worrying about the next day, do what you have to do now, and do what you can do, now.  When we concentrate on 




one day at a time 







we make our world of worries smaller, and we can do a better job of our duties.  We become less confused.  
When we worry about the future our world gets too big and too complicated for us to handle it properly.
When we worry about the past we get upset about what we cannot change.
Solomon’s second suggestion is that the real secret to taking a day at a time is to bring God into it.  God is able to see the future.  We cannot.  If he can see the future then the most sensible thing to do is to believe in him and trust him and have confidence in him and rely on him.  
God knows very well what is going on,
and God knows very well what he is doing.
God will look after the future, but he likes to give us the responsibility of putting the day to good use.  God is mentioned about 40 times in this book.  The writer never loses sight of God no matter how frustrated he becomes with the world.  He does not lose faith in God even though he loses faith in people.  He does not let go of God even when he gets frustrated with life, or gets upset with himself.
God is perfectly willing to guide us and help us.  We are free to ask him for what we need, and even for what we want.  God wants us to team up with him, and he wants to team up with us.  We always do better when we ask for his advice.  It is quite exciting to get his help when things get difficult.  Although we cannot understand God we can listen to him.  We don’t know what God is doing in this complicated life, but we can ask for his help when we need him.  We don’t know the future, but we do know what God has told us to do.  
The more we lean on him, and do things his way, the more real God becomes in our lives.  It is so comforting when God approves of what we do.  It is so encouraging when God supports what we are trying to do.  If we listen to him, we are going to get things right.  If our goal is to please God by what we do we are going to enjoy success.  That kind of success will be especially satisfying.  It leaves us with a clear conscience, and also with a lot of confidence.  That’s the way to live a worthwhile life.  A satisfying and worthwhile life is the most enjoyable kind of life.  
One of the important and worthwhile ways to enjoy life is to make friends.  Good friends give us a lot of pleasure.  They are good to listen to and so good to talk to.  
To be able to enjoy life in a world that is in trouble and in a mess is a very great blessing.  Blessing is what God wanted us to have when he made us.  God is good and he wants life to be good for us.  We get more goodness out of life when we take it one day at a time, and when we live it God’s way.  Although the book of Ecclesiastes is a puzzle or riddle to many people, it actually makes life simpler.  If we understand Solomon’s thinking it also makes life better.
Ecclesiastes also contains a warning for us.  It is possible to get good advice but still go wrong in life.  It is even possible for someone to give others excellent advice and yet end up making a mess of life himself.  Many parents teach their children what is right, yet do what is wrong themselves.  The same is true of teachers.  Many grown-ups forget the good lessons they learnt earlier in life.  Solomon told us what to do, and then showed us how NOT to do it.  This is one of the sad examples in the Bible of a life that started brilliantly, but did not end well.  It showed us that, if we are not careful, Christians can fail in life.  It teaches us that 
if we are able to see what is right 
we have the duty to do it.
Solomon found wisdom.  But life is so complicated and bad that we need more than just wisdom.  We need to find out what is right, and do it, and keep it up.  For that we need God to do two things for us:  
God must show us what we must do,
and God must help us when the going gets difficult.
So learn this from Solomon: things not only became too difficult for him, they also became too easy.  He became too successful, too happy, too powerful, and too wealthy and too important.  It was when he got everything that he wanted that he ended up discovering that he really had nothing that was truly worth having.  He came to the conclusion that an ordinary, simple and honest person doing a good day’s work was better off than he was on his throne or in his palace.  He realised that he should have kept on listening to God.  
Solomon is like a great sportsman who became a world champion, 
but then spent the rest of his life drinking too much, 
and became frustrated and struggling because of bad health, 

until he realised that he was just being stupid.
What is especially marvellous about the book of Ecclesiastes is that God used a brilliant man, who ended up as a failure in life, to show us how to live.  Solomon enjoyed great success but failed to find satisfaction.  When he humbled himself and searched for true fulfilment, God showed him the two simple secrets to life:  
Take it one day at a time, 
and do it God’s way.
God never misses a good trick.  The book of Ecclesiastes is one of God’s wise and useful tricks.
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ECCLESIASTES
CHAPTERS 6-7

Chapter 6
6:1-6  LIFE CAN BE HORRID
I discovered something really bad about this world that makes life very hard for people.
Take this example:  1There’s an ordinary man to whom God gives lots of money so that he is very rich and has plenty of everything.  There isn’t anything he would like that he can’t have.  So now he could really enjoy life.  Then, suddenly, God does not allow him to enjoy it.  Something goes wrong.  He isn’t even able to pass his wealth on to his family.  It is a foreigner and a complete stranger who ends up taking over and enjoying what belonged to that man.  Why does God do this sort of thing to people?  For that unfortunate man life is empty and worthless.  It’s all a huge disappointment.  It makes one sick!
Take another case:  2There’s an important or privileged man who has a very big family, with lots of children.  He also lives a very long life.  But however many years he lives, what if he is not happy and never satisfied with all that he’s got?  What if he doesn’t even get a decent funeral and final respect?  Then let me tell you this:  That man is 3no better off than a baby that dies before it is born!
There’s no point in that baby being born.  With bitter heartache they have to bury it.  It doesn’t even have a name, because nobody wants to talk about it.
Though it never saw life, and never knew what it is like to live, that baby has more peace and quiet than that important man.
Even if he could live for a thousand years and just go on and on, he will never 4enjoy true happiness.  Anyway, both that man and that baby will end up in the same place: they’ll both be buried – won’t they?
1There’s an ordinary man to whom God gives lots of money:  King Solomon mixed with a lot of successful and wealthy people.  He had many friends among them.  Thanks to Solomon’s good government a lot of people were able to do well in life and make a lot of money.  
But something had puzzled Solomon.  It frustrated and even hurt him.  He knew a man who had worked well.  Solomon loved good work.  The man became successful and rich.  But the problem in life is that the more things that people get, the more chances there are of something going wrong.  Something did indeed go wrong, and this unfortunate man lost everything.  Worse than that, what he had owned landed up in the hands of someone else.  The new owner was a complete stranger, and wanted nothing to do with the previous owner or his family.  So that poor man had to see someone else enjoying what he had once worked for and achieved.  Not even good King Solomon could prevent things going horribly wrong for his people.  
2There’s an important or privileged man:  Solomon knew someone else who seemed to be very fortunate and successful.  Having a large family can be a great blessing.  Living a long life can be a special privilege.  Yet Solomon knew that that man had never found peace and happiness.  A large family can produce lots of serious problems, and with them a lot of hurts and deep unhappiness.  A long life can be very rough and difficult.  If it is, then the longer it goes on the more miserable and bitter it becomes.  

Because a person seems to be well-off does not necessarily mean that he is enjoying life.  King Solomon must have seen many examples of this.  Later on in his life he quite possibly felt like this himself.
3no better off than a baby that dies before it is born:  This is Solomon’s way of saying that unless we can find happiness in life, life is not worth living.  One of the greatest kinds of sadness a couple can experience is to lose their baby before it is born or when it is born.  One of the greatest sorts of happiness for a man and his wife is the birth of a healthy baby.  A baby that dies when it is born is called a still-born baby.  A baby that dies before it is born is called an abortion [a-bor-shin].  An abortion is a failure to have a child.
4enjoy true happiness:  This is the true purpose of life.  This is what God made the world, and us, for.  God has told us that this is what we must aim at in life, not money or success or being popular or any such thing.  What gets in the way of true happiness is sin.  That is why Jesus Christ came into our world: it was to remove sin and death.  That is why Christ Jesus comes into our lives if we believe in him: it is to put us on the right track to find true happiness.  This is what we are going to enjoy forever in heaven if we are faithful to him and to God.  Just as God created the world, so he is preparing a new world for us in heaven.  In heaven there shall be no agony, no pain, and no frustrations or disasters.  There will be nothing bad or nasty or tragic that just doesn’t make sense and leaves us shocked and depressed.  God, our Father, wants us to enjoy true happiness, permanently, without it ever being spoilt.
The book of Ecclesiastes really means a lecture by an expert on how to cope with life.  Even the Bible admits that it can be so frustrating.  According to the book of Ecclesiastes 
the secret to finding and enjoying true happiness is to take two important steps.  
- The first is to take one step at a time, and live one day at a time.  This greatly reduces the size of our problems and challenges, and with them, our frustrations.  
- The second step is to bring God into our lives.  We need him to show us how to live, how to do our duty, and how to face our problems.  And when things do get too much for us, we also need him to help us.

6:7-12  LIFE IS SO DISAPPOINTING
All 1the hard work that ordinary people do is so that they have enough food to eat.  All their struggles are so that they can live.  Yet for all their work and struggles they never get real satisfaction and fulfilment.  Life is just too frustrating!
Does a wise man really get more out of life than a fool?  Does he actually get further than someone who happens to make some stupid mistakes?  2Why must a poor man learn how to behave respectfully in the presence of successful people?
It turns out that it’s better to have what you can see is there, than to go after what you imagine you would like.  But to have to settle for second-best is so frustrating!  What’s the point of living like this?  Life is so disappointing! 
3There’s nothing really new in life.  It’s all happened before.  4Whatever there is was given a name long ago!  And what people are like is known by anyone.  We know how people behave.  For instance, we all know that you cannot argue with someone who is stronger than you.  Another point is that people can be a problem.  There’s nothing new in that!
Where there’s lots of talk the people talking a lot are really saying nothing.  Listen to them: they go on and on and what they say is just talk, and there’s no point to it.  It doesn’t make us better people.
No one knows what’s best for people during their life.  Their lives are so short and so meaningless and pointless.  We never become what we want to be.  One’s life passes away like a shadow.  A shadow lasts only for a day – IF the sun shines!  Life is very short, and very frustrating!  There is absolutely no one who can tell anyone 5what is going to happen in this world after his or her life is over.
1the hard work that ordinary people do:  Even in a country that is rich, most ordinary people still have to struggle to be able to live properly or decently.  Life is not easy.

2Why must a poor man learn how to behave respectfully:  What good does it do to show off to people who do not have what you have?  Why should people who are poor show special respect for those who are rich?  What sort of respect is that really?  When someone forces others who are less fortunate to treat him as if he is someone very important, that is just a form of bullying.  Nobody is really happy with that kind of thing – not even the so-called “important” person.  One does not get much happiness, or lasting happiness, out of bullying others less privileged than oneself.  It is NOT real success if people have to call you Sir or Madam, but they don’t really want to, or don’t really mean it.

3There’s nothing really new:  This is an old, old problem in life, and it’s a big problem for some people.  Nothing changes.  It’s all happened before.  What seems to be exciting today turns out to be boring tomorrow.  The problems from the past keep cropping up over and over again.  Some problems never get solved.  Society never seems to make good progress.  If we think we have solved one problem, another one comes in its place.  There’s no real improvement in life.  What people struggled with in the past we struggle with again nowadays.  The same old disappointments and irritations keep coming back.  People hope for new answers to make life’s old difficulties and frustrations better for us all.  But that’s all that they can do – just wish!  If we do find new answers to old problems it is not long before we get new problems without answers.  We may think that life is better for us than it was for our grandparents.  But one day our grandchildren will have their own grandchildren.  And those children, when they get old, will find that life is not better at all.  No, life goes on being the same: it’s frustrating and meaningless in so many ways.

The reason for this is that people don’t change.  They just do NOT get any better!

4Whatever there is, was given a name long ago:  Whatever happens to us we can always talk about it.  The reason why we CAN talk about it is because there are words for whatever happens.  The reason why there are such words for us to use is because that sort of thing has happened before.  We always know how to complain because people have been complaining for years and years.  The ancient world and the modern world have this in common: people kept on complaining then, and people go on complaining now.  Our ancestors made up the words with which to express their frustrations and we have inherited those words so that we can also complain about our frustrations. 
5what is going to happen in this world:  Solomon says that no one knows what is going to happen in the world after he dies.  Solomon himself proved the truth of what he says here.  
When King Solomon died, after he had ruled over Israel for 40 years, he was succeeded as king of Israel by his son Rehoboam [ree-a-boh-im].  At the beginning of his reign Rehoboam faced a protest from his people.  They said that Solomon’s government had been too hard on them.  He had demanded too much from them.  They wanted a change in the government.  
Rehoboam decided to ask advice from the nation’s elders about this.  The elders said that the people had a point.  If the new king made life easier for them, they would accept him as their new ruler.  
Then Rehoboam asked his young friends what they thought.  They said, No!  You are the king and you must show them who is boss!  Tell the people that you will be even tougher than your dad.  The new King Rehoboam decided to do what his friends suggested.  
The result was that the people’s protest turned into a rebellion.  Ten of the twelve tribes of Israel decided to choose their own king.  Their new nation was called Israel, because most of the tribes of Israel belonged to it.  They selected a man called Jeroboam [jerra-boh-im] as their king.  They not only broke away, but Israel to the north became a permanent enemy of the country of Judah in the south.  The country that King David had brought together and built up into one great nation was divided forever.  David’s son, King Solomon, had no idea that such a thing was ever going to happen!

Chapter 7

King Solomon has shown us something of how frustrating and disappointing life is.  This is what all expert teachers would also say if they gave a lecture to people or students.  But now Solomon gives us some tips on how to face life.  It’s the things we do each day that matter.  It’s our attitude, and how we behave.  It’s how we treat people that counts.  If we can get this right, with God’s help, life is going to be less frustrating and disappointing.  
One always feels good when one has done the right thing.  It is a challenge, day by day, to turn frustration and disappointment into something that is worthwhile.  It is an achievement to turn problems and suffering into something we can be proud of, by facing them with the right attitude.  It is a great accomplishment to overcome discouragement and do something that will give us some joy and happiness in this difficult life.  It would be tremendous if we could even do something for others that would help them or put a smile on their face.
The greatest way that we can bring honour and respect to God is by the way we live.  It is by overcoming our heartache and worries.  It is by bringing some good out of what goes wrong in life, and out of the trouble that people cause.  We honour God when we do well by listening to him and getting his support.  We glorify God when we do something for him that helps and encourages others.  God always supports us when we do things his way. 
Use the day to do something good.

Use the day to do someone some good.
To do some good in a bad world is the best thing we can do.
7:1-6  PUT YOUR LIFE TO GOOD USE

To be respected by people is better for you than to have the good things in life.  The kind of person you turn out to be in the end is more important for you than your birthday.
It’s better to go to the home of someone who is grieving, to comfort and encourage, than to go to a place where there’s a party to 1have a good time.  Go to someone who has lost a loved one, for that is how all of us are going to end up.  Supporting someone grieving will help you prepare for the time when you lose someone you love, and even for when your turn comes to die.  While we live we must always remember that death is going to catch up with us some day.
Getting upset could be better for you than a lot of joking.  This is because having to face problems produces in you a strong character.  
A wise person is concerned about those who are going through suffering.  A fool is interested only in having a good time.
If a wise or sensible person warns you that you are wrong, and corrects you, that is good for you, even if you don’t like it.  It’s far better for you than to listen to fools singing your praises.
Have you heard a fire burning thorns?  The thorns make such a crackling noise as they burn.  2If you have to use a thorn fire to cook with, you will find the crackling sound irritating.  That is what it is like to have to listen to the stupid laughter of a fool.
1have a good time:  We would all prefer to have a good time rather than visit someone who is dying or grieving.  Solomon is not saying we must never have a good time.  That is not his point.  His point is this:  If you want to do some good with your life it would be better to join someone going through a hard time than to join people simply having fun.  To help someone who is suffering is a greater thing than to enjoy oneself.
On top of that, when you help others you are doing yourself a lot of good.  Having fun never lasts.  It does not prepare us for life’s hardships and tragedies.  The more we help people in trouble, the better it prepares us to face trouble ourselves.  Trouble is sure to come to all of us.  The biggest kind of trouble, of course, is death.  To lose someone we love or need or want is horrid.  To face death ourselves is a huge and scary challenge; it is frightening and worrying.  But the more we have tried to help others facing these problems the better we shall be prepared to face them when they happen to us.  So, life IS less of a problem for us when we help others to cope with their problems.  
Where people are not interested in other people’s suffering and needs, and just want to spend their lives having a good time, life is going to hurt them very, very badly indeed.  All those frustrations and disappointments in life are just warnings.  They warn us that things CAN get much worse than the many things that keep on going wrong for us.  If we listen to the news we shall get proof of that.

This is what the book of Ecclesiastes is about.  First, it shows us how difficult and disappointing life is.  But all this talk about frustration in this book of the Bible means that God knows how much we struggle.  Then it also shows us ways in which we can face and cope with these frustrations.  
The rest of the Bible then adds a third thing to help us:  It gives us hope that 
(a) God is definitely going to help us to cope, and 
(b) that God is surely preparing a better life for us in a new and lovelier world.  
That is all we need to be able to face whatever life throws at us.
Jesus himself agrees with what Solomon says in Ecclesiastes.  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus said:  
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

2If you have to use a thorn fire to cook with:  In Solomon’s time, and for nearly the next 3,000 years, people used wood fires to cook with.  Electricity and gas started to take over just before the year 1900.  The secret to good cooking was to use a good wood for a fire.  But in the wilderness, or bush territory, there were very few good trees.  In the desert there were no trees.  However, thorn bushes grew everywhere in the wilderness.  If anyone could not get wood, the next best thing was the dry branches of thorn bushes.  But this produced three problems:  
- The first was that to collect and carry dry thorn branches one could easily get hurt by the sharp thorns.  
- The second problem was that thorns burnt very quickly.  You had to keep on piling them onto the fire.
- A third problem was that cooking with thorns was irritating: burning thorns splutter and spit and crackle.  They make sharp, little, unexpected noises, rather like fire-crackers suddenly going off.  The reason for this is because although the branches are dead and dried, the thorns have moisture inside them.  The heat turns the moisture into gas, and the gas expands as it is heated.  It therefore builds up a pressure inside the thorn until the thorn explodes.  So if someone cooks by burning thorns, she or he has to go on listening to those explosions until the food is cooked.  It can be rather annoying, especially if one has been painfully pricked by the thorns.  It’s also frustrating if the fire nearly went out because it burnt so quickly and one had to scramble to load more thorns on quickly.  The quicker you work with thorns the more likely you are to get painfully pricked. 

7:7-9  BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU DO

1A guilty conscience makes a clever person completely unreliable.  2A bribe wipes out someone’s good sense and decent feelings.
Always remember that how your plans work out in the end is more important than how you start off with them.  So it is better just to be patient and see what happens rather than to boast about what you are going to do.

When you get upset, don’t get too angry too quickly.  Remember that people who keep anger going in their feelings are fools.  It’s a stupid thing to do!
1A guilty conscience:  The problem with being a clever person is that there is always the temptation to become too clever.  Too clever means that one thinks that one can trick others or get away with something that one ought not to do.  But when someone does that sort of thing, he immediately becomes unreliable.  Even though he may be very clever or smart or clued-up, you cannot trust him.  When he finds out that he cannot be trusted or relied on then all his cleverness turns into a guilty conscience.  
A guilty conscience is our worst enemy.  We hate it, but we cannot get away from it.  It is like our shadow; it’s always there if there’s any light.  Once one gets a guilty conscience one loses confidence in oneself.  It’s awful to be clever and gifted but to be trusted by no one, and to be unsure of oneself.  Life is not going to be good like that.
2A bribe:  A bribe is where someone pays you to do something wrong.  Even worse than that is a bribe where you pay someone to do something wrong.  The person who is paid or bribed then has to do something he should not do, something he knows he shouldn’t do.  But because he has accepted money in secret to do it, he feels he has to go through with it.  He is no longer free to decide for himself what to do.  He is now a slave, a slave to the person who paid him.  He can no longer do what he knows is right or what he thinks is right.  He can no longer be trusted.  He no longer has a clear conscience.  He has become worthless to others.
7:10-12  WHAT WE REALLY NEED IS GOOD SENSE
Don’t make the mistake of asking why the “good old days” were better than nowadays.  It’s not sensible to ask a question like that.  1There’s no point in wanting to go back into the past.
If you are fortunate enough 2to receive an inheritance or a big bonus of extra money, it’s a good thing to have extra good sense or extra wisdom to know how to use it.  This life is so hard that even those who are very fortunate need a lot of good sense in order to cope with it.

While people seem to be safe and secure if they have wisdom or money, there is a special advantage to having understanding or wisdom.  3Wisdom makes you a better person; money does not.
1There’s no point in wanting to go back into the past:  The past, or history, is very useful because there are so many good lessons we can learn from it.  The more you study history, and think about it, the wiser you will become.
But we must remember that no history is 100% accurate.  It’s like listening to the news: just because you heard or read the news does not mean that you know everything that actually happened.  You know properly what happened only if you were there yourself.  But, of course, some news is useful.  
However, the lesson that Solomon is teaching us is this: first, that there was no time in history that was really better than what it is in our time.  There have always been big problems in every age and stage.  People have always struggled.  They have always suffered.  Good times have always been spoilt by bad times.  
Do you remember Pharaoh’s dream in Joseph’s time?  It was how seven fat cows came into his country, and everyone had a wonderful time for seven years.  Then came seven starved and awful-looking cows and completely swallowed up the good-looking cows, but the thin cows did not get any fatter.  So seven dreadful years followed the good ones, and in the end, everyone was in huge trouble with lots of hopeless worries.  
That is what life is really like.  That is how it has always been.
The second lesson Solomon teaches us is that we cannot take something out of the past that we like and say that things must be exactly like that now.  Today is different from yesterday.  As the people in the past had to face their problems and seize their opportunities so we have to face today’s problems and seize today’s opportunities.  This is what Jesus meant when he said, in the Lord’s Prayer:  
Give us today our daily bread.  (Matthew 6)
Daily bread means everything that all people need all the time.  It applies especially to God’s truth and to goodness and wisdom.  But what we ask God for is for what we need today.  Our daily bread is what we need now in today’s world.  The past can teach us something useful, but it cannot come and help us.  We have to learn how to face our own problems which are not exactly the same as our parents’ problems.  That is why we need God, just as the people in the past did.  We need him every day, but we need him especially today.
Another thing that we must remember about the past is that we cannot change anything that happened.  We cannot change history just to suit ourselves.  Someone is going to expose any attempt to manipulate or fiddle history.  We cannot even change what we ourselves have done.  We can’t undo what we have done, however much we may regret it.

2to receive an inheritance or a big bonus of extra money:  Quite often we hear of people who have become rich, or of someone who has suddenly received a lot of money.  We are usually tempted to think that they are lucky, and we are even more tempted to wish that that would happen to us.  
But the truth is that such people are not really as fortunate as we think.  This life is very complicated and very difficult.  It is too hot for us to handle properly.  The more money and success you get the more problems you get with it.  Jesus warned that wealthy people very seldom know how to live properly.  They do not understand how to please God.  They are unable to see that eternity, the next life, is going to swallow up this short life.  This is what Jesus was getting at when he said in his famous sermon:
Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.  (Luke 6)
You cannot live for God if you live for money.  (Matthew 6)
In the New Testament the book of James, who was Jesus’ oldest step-brother, tells us the same sort of thing. 

God has chosen the poor people of this world to be rich in faith.  

They are the ones who are going to be in control in the Kingdom of Heaven, 

not the powerful and rich people who rule this world.  (James 2)
3Wisdom makes you a better person; money does not:  Solomon is making an important point here.  He is teaching us the difference between having wisdom and having money.  
Wisdom is to understand life and people and problems.  Wisdom is to know what is going on and what to do about it.  If you have a problem or get into trouble, it would be useful if there was someone wise or wealthy that you could turn to for help.
People who have wisdom and people who have wealth are privileged.  There are not many people who are wise, nor many people who are wealthy.  But while only a few people can be rich, anyone could be wise.  
We learn wisdom by listening to God.  Anyone can listen to God by believing in him and trusting the truth he has given us in the Bible.  The more we obey God the more he teaches and trains us, and coaches us.  
The Hebrew word for “seems-to-be-safe” is really “in-a-shadow.”  It sounds strange to say that if you’ve got wisdom or money you are in a shadow, doesn’t it?  Well, in Hebrew a shadow actually has got two meanings:  
The one meaning is that safety or security is actually just a “shadow.”  It is not the real thing.  It is not reliable.  It’s a phantom.  You can see it but you can’t get hold of it.  Riches and wealth look good, but like a shadow they are going to pass away.  When night comes the shadow has gone.  When someone rich leaves this life he is not rich anymore.  He just seemed to be safe because he had plenty of money for a short while.
The other meaning of “shadow” is “shade.”  It means shade from the heat of the sun.  Shade means a chance to get out of the heat and cool down.  It’s an opportunity to refresh oneself and recover or revive one’s energy and strength.  It enables you to get back to work again feeling better.  Wisdom or understanding is like shade in a world that is feeling the heat.  By learning wisdom from God one can get on with one’s life and get back to facing one’s problems, with a good spirit.  If someone is wise, he does recover from trouble because he knows what to do. 
7:13-14  GOD CONTROLS LIFE
Take a proper look at the things God does.  Who can challenge him or stop him doing what he does?  If God sends bad news, then who can turn that into good news?  Who can reverse whatever God does that we may not like?  It is so obvious in life that no one can tell God what to do or what not to do.
Therefore, if things go well with you, enjoy it and make the most of it.  But if things go wrong, stop and think: God not only sends good times; he also sends trouble.  This is why people cannot predict what is going to happen next.  We just don’t know what God is going to do in the future.  So, 1be ready for anything!
1be ready for anything:  Because God is in control of life, there will always be some good times for us to enjoy.  That is because God is so kind.  He wants us to know that life can be good, so he lets us have some good times.  To believe in God also means to believe in what is good.  It means to understand that there is some good in this life.  It also means to hope for a very good life after this one.

But God also sends some hard times that we have to struggle through.  God does that because he knows what is right and what is best.  There is always a reason why God makes life difficult sometimes.  It serves a useful purpose for us.  If we do what’s right in difficult times it makes us better people.  God also needs to do what is right or best for other people as well.  All this is why life is so complicated.  
But the more we study and learn about God, and the better we get to know him, the easier it is to understand life and cope with it.
7:15-19  BE SENSIBLE AND CAREFUL IN LIFE
All 1this is what I saw and understood when I realised how empty and short my life is.  For instance, there was a good man who was dying young although he had lived a good life.  And there was a bad man living to a ripe old age although he had lived a bad life.  It just doesn’t make sense!
So 2don’t try to be too religious in this hard world.  It doesn’t work.  No one wants it.  And don’t try to be too clever.  You don’t have all the answers to life, and 3being too clever and just relying on your guesses can ruin you.
On the other hand, don’t become too reckless and uncaring and just give in to what is wrong and bad.  Don’t be a fool!  Why must you die early because you have lived a rotten or sinful life?
It’s a good thing if you can get this balance right: don’t be utterly stupid, but also don’t be too clever.  Hold onto what is right, and don’t give in to doing what is wrong.  For if you are serious about God and his honour, you will get away from both kinds of mistakes and faults: don’t be too stupid and don’t be too clever!  
4Wisdom, to a wise man, is more useful and helpful than a whole committee of rulers who are in the town.
1this is what I saw and understood:  When we feel disappointed with life, and have to face discouragements, we should be able to see and understand more clearly how unfair life is for other people too.

2don’t try to be too religious:  The biggest problem with religion is to become a hypocrite.  But there is another big problem with religion.  It is to pay too much attention to talk about religion, and to pay too little attention to living a good life, having integrity and being reliable and caring for people.  People do not like a lot of talk about religion if they have no respect for the way you live.  Religion is not just about what you believe or think or say.  It is also about how you behave and what good you do.  Christianity does not encourage us merely to show people how religious we are.  
Christianity teaches us to obey God,
and to help people and encourage them to love God.
3being too clever:  We get too clever when we want to show off.  We also get too clever when we want something too much.  Instead of waiting to see what God wants, we take chances.  We risk everything on a guess, instead of thinking carefully about what we should do, or about what we should not do.  Being too clever is imagining that whatever I say is right.  It is to suppose that what I want will somehow work out.  It is to think that I shall get away with a clever or smart idea.  No, we must learn to be sensible and careful.
4Wisdom, to a wise man, is more useful:  Solomon finishes this little section with a big challenge to us all.  Whenever we need help or are in trouble, we think that the best thing to do would be to go to our leaders.  There are a whole lot of them in a big committee, and surely they have the answer to our problem.  
But many, many committees in history have made many terrible mistakes.  Many committees do not care about people’s problems.  Many committees spend more time with their members arguing with one another than doing any good for their people.  Many committee members like to be important and prefer to be looked up to, than to spend time and effort to solve people’s problems.  They are more interested in their own privileges than on trying to understand people’s needs.  Those are just some of the faults and failings that are often found in committees and rulers.  
So, what is the answer to such a problem?  To Solomon the best thing one can rely on in life is not people, but wisdom.  And wisdom, of course, comes from God.  We have to learn to look after ourselves in this world.  We need to learn how to handle problems, how to cope with our needs and how to tackle trouble.  This is what wisdom is for.  God has kindly offered to train us to be wise.  God will show us what is the best thing to do when we find ourselves in difficulties.  The key to doing a wise thing is to decide to do what is right.  
Listen to God, 
learn from God, 
and put God first.
This is how one becomes wise.
7:20-22  NO ONE IS RIGHTEOUS
There is a reason why life is so complicated and disappointing and why the world is in such a mess.  It is because there is no one on earth who is good.  1There is no one at all who is righteous, and who never sins.  
So here’s a small bit of useful advice:  Don’t take to heart everything that everyone says.  Take no notice if someone who works for you dislikes you and grumbles about you or says nasty things about you.  That’s what the world is like, because people are not righteous.  Don’t expect everything to be just fine and everyone to be nice to know.
But there’s also something else you should bear in mind:  There are many times, aren’t there, when you have also done the same thing, hmmm?  Your conscience knows that you have also disliked others and grumbled about them.  You have said things about people you should not have said.  You know that, don’t you?
1There is no one at all who is righteous:  What does the Bible mean by “righteous?”  We all know some decent or good people.  There may not be many, but we all know some, so what is meant by righteous?  Does it mean super-good or supernatural, like some legend or super-hero in a comic book?  No!  
Righteous means to do what is right.
But we all know quite a few people who have done what is right.  Most people do something right at some time.  We ourselves have done something right in the past.  So what does righteousness mean?

Righteousness means that we live by doing what’s right.  It means that we should always do what is right.  We must never do what is wrong.  More than that, it means that we always do what God says is right, not just what we or others think is right.  It also means that we WANT to do what God says is right.  A righteous man or woman is someone who never disobeys God.  Righteousness means that we are righteous all our lives.  
A righteous person is someone who can look God in the eye.  He, or she, is someone with a clear conscience.  Righteous means to have a pure heart.  Someone who is righteous will not, and should not, and cannot, do what is wrong or unrighteous.  A righteous person will not be dishonest or nasty to anyone.
Solomon is right.  It is a tragedy that no one in the world is righteous.  It is tragic that we are not right with God.  But that is exactly why God decided to send his Son Jesus Christ to sort out that problem.  Jesus did not come to put an end to the problems on earth.   He has done that in heaven.  He came to get us righteous so that we can survive this wicked world and leave it one day, and go to heaven where everything is right and lovely.  
Christ came to save us from unrighteousness
and make us righteous.
It is impossible for any of us to become righteous by our own efforts.  No one has ever been able to do that.  But it is possible for Christ to make us righteous.  He proved that by rising from the dead after he had been sacrificed to cancel out all our sins and faults and failures that we are guilty of.  That is why he died for the whole world, for everyone, anywhere in the world, who believes in him.  With his forgiveness we can get a new start.  And with the Holy Spirit to help us for the rest of our lives, we CAN become righteous.  This is God the Father’s wonderful gift to us, the gift of salvation to a world of sinners.  By God’s grace we can live a righteous life in an unrighteous world until we go to heaven and live a perfect life there, forever.  

7:23-26  THERE’S NO ANSWER TO LIFE’S PROBLEMS
I looked into all this and tested it.  I said:  Let me get 1the wisdom I need to understand this crazy world.  But I found it too complicated and difficult even for me.
Whatever the answer to life may be, it is too far away, too remote, for us to find it.  It’s too deep!  It is utterly unsearchable!  Take my word for it: no one, I’m afraid, can possibly discover it!
Yes, I even set about trying to find the answer to life, and applied my mind to it.  I tried to work it out and search for wisdom and the reason why people do what they do.  What is the sense behind it all?  I even tried to get to understand why people cheat in order to get rich.  Why do they behave so stupidly, why so utterly foolishly?  Why on earth do people boast about what is crazy, insane and mad?
Why is it that men get themselves into so much trouble where sex is concerned?  I am finding that the desire or lust to have sex with a woman can turn out to be something that is more bitter than death itself.  The woman who takes advantage of this to catch or trap a man has the power to make him useless or to compromise him.  He is then not free to live a proper or decent life.  If anyone wants to please God he will have nothing to do with this sort of thing, or with such a woman.  But someone with sin in his life will fall for her and be trapped by it.
1my wisdom:  Solomon was no fool.  He was exceptionally wise.  God gave him all that marvellous wisdom that was one of the wonders of the ancient world.  Listen to what the Bible says about the wisdom of King Solomon:

1 Kings 4:  God gave Solomon wisdom and very great understanding.  He had an amazing mind and could understand and remember an incredible amount of things.  Solomon was far wiser than all the people from the east who were famous for their wisdom.  He was wiser than anyone in Egypt, which in those days was one of the most civilized countries in the world.  Solomon was internationally famous for his wisdom.
The famous Queen of Sheba, which today is Yemen, heard about Solomon and was so intrigued by what she heard that she decided to go north and talk to Solomon herself.  This is what she said about him when she met him:  
2 Chronicles 9:  The reports I heard about your wisdom are true.  I have to admit that I did not believe them because they sounded too good to be true.  But now I have met you I have to say that what I heard was not even half true.  Your wisdom IS far greater than anything I was told by your admirers.

One cannot argue with Solomon; he is too wise for that.  When Solomon, King David’s son, became the king of Israel, God asked him what gift he would like.  Solomon asked God for wisdom, which pleased God.  So God gave him great wisdom.  He was one of the wisest men who ever lived.  He wrote more books of the Old Testament than anyone else except Moses.  He wrote most of Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon.  He even wrote two Psalms (72 and 127.)
But Solomon is only the start of the wisdom God has given us.  There is someone in history who is far, far wiser than King Solomon of Israel was.  He is the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the King of Heaven and the Saviour of the world.  He wants all of us to be his friend.
One can also say that the Bible that is in your hands, that you can read and study, is even wiser than Solomon in all his greatness.  
The whole Bible is the Word of God.
Solomon began life very well, but made a mess of things in the end.  If you follow the Bible properly, and give it enough of your time, it will save you from making the same mistake.  That is why God gave us the whole truth about Solomon.  God made Solomon wise so that we can learn from and become wise too.  And God also told us about Solomon’s faults and failures so that we can also learn from them too, and avoid them so that we don’t become foolish.  For that could happen to any of us.  It happens even to believers and Christians, unfortunately. 
One of the useful things we should do is to learn lessons from anyone who does well.  That should encourage us to follow their example.  The other useful thing to do is also to learn from people who do what’s wrong, so that we do not do that sort of thing.  Keep learning, one way or another.

7:27-29  IT’S HARD TO FIND SOMEONE YOU CAN TRUST
Listen to this, to what I found out, says the special teacher’s report.  I learnt it by one experience after another, as I tried to make sense of it all.
I learnt this the hard way when I was still searching for the answer about life but could not find it.  I found that there was just 1one man in a thousand that I could trust and rely on.  2But among all these women I found that there were none.
Please just see this:  I learnt that God made human beings the right way, decent and honest.  But they wanted to become clever and smart and rich, and have it all their own way.
1one man in a thousand:  Solomon is saying that he met many people.  He did business with lots of men.  But there were very few of them that he could respect.  In this hard, sad world we shall meet only a very small number of people who are really good to know.  There are not many that we can fully trust and rely on, especially when things get difficult.  In the long run very few people will turn out to be really good friends.  
We shall also meet many people in our lifetime.  We shall also have many friends and like a lot of people.  But in the end we too shall discover that only a very few of them will be the kind of friend that we need through thick and thin.  Life is very hard when people disappoint us, especially in difficult times.  It may also be that when we do make a good friend we get separated from him or her.  We are very, very fortunate if we find someone we can always turn to, always trust and always rely on.  “One in a thousand” says it very well.
In Hebrew the word “man” that is used here can have two meanings.  Choose which one you want to.  You could choose either.  Or you could choose both!

- Man can mean any person.  It means mankind.  That means people.  So man here could mean man or woman, girl or boy.

- Man could also mean what we call “a real man, a he-man, a man you could be proud of.”  It’s what we mean when we say, “Now there’s a man for you!”  That means he is someone you can respect.

2But among all these women:  Believe it or not, Solomon married a thousand women.  700 were actually his wives.  The other 300 were his mistresses or partners.  He looked after all of them.  His father David had 8 wives and something like 18 children.  Some home!  But is a palace really a home?  We know that David loved and relied on one wife: her name was Bathsheba [baht-sh’vah, baht in Hebrew, not bath as in English], which means ‘a daughter of a promise.’  She was the mother of Solomon.  But Solomon was not as fortunate as his dad.  
In those days men sometimes married more than one woman.  The more important and wealthy a man was, the more wives and children he could afford.  Kings had lots of wives.  Solomon became an exceptionally great king in the Middle East.  He made a peace-treaty with Egypt by marrying the Pharaoh’s daughter.  In the same way he made peace treaties with many other countries.  In his time there was peace in much of the Middle East, certainly all around Israel.  Solomon’s marriages played an important part in this.  
Solomon was also a very great businessman.  Some of his marriages were so that he could have good business contacts and better trade with nations near and far.  All these marriages and partnerships were one way in which Solomon built up his kingdom.  These marriages were also signs of how successful Solomon was in making Israel a very wealthy and successful kingdom.  In fact, Solomon’s time was the greatest time in Israel’s history.  The women and girls all loved him.  They love a champion.  Solomon was the greatest of them all.
But there is a huge difference between marriages that bring about success, and a successful marriage.  Solomon found this out the hard way.  These wives made all sorts of demands on Solomon.  They took over his life.  They not only told him how they wanted to live, but even told him how he should live to please them.  This affected even his religion.  Solomon found his ideas about religion changing as a result.  
First of all, he allowed them to worship their own gods.  Then he started to join them in their worship.  Having begun his reign as an exceptionally strong believer in God, he ended up getting weaker and weaker in his faith.  He ended up finding out that none of his wives could be trusted or relied on.  Among those thousand women there were none, not one, that he could respect.  They all just wanted to use him and his success, his fame and his wealth.  As they grew older, they wanted to get him to do whatever they fancied.  

Yet Solomon did at least have the good sense to see what had happened to him.  He was able to face his mistakes and his faults.  That is what the book of Ecclesiastes is about.  In searching for happiness and fulfilment, and being unable to find it, he did learn where he had gone wrong.  Because he was willing to face his faults, he was able, with God’s kind help, to find out what he should have done all his life.  He came to the conclusion that instead of having aimed at success and greatness, he should have decided to be an ordinary, humble and honest man.  Instead of big dreams, he should just have lived one day at a time, and done whatever good he could each day.  And, most important, he should have turned to God each day for advice and guidance, for his support and help.  Only God can make the day so good that a record of it is kept in heaven.
At the end of his life, when everything in his life was cracking and breaking down, there was one last thing he could do that would make him think he had not lived in vain.  He would share with us what he had thought about.  He would turn the notes of his thinking in his diary, which he kept over the years, into a book.  He would, with God’s help, write Ecclesiastes to help us face life.  This is because life IS so full of pitfalls and disappointments and suffering.  
Life is a journey through forests of failures,
and we need God so that we don’t go wrong and don’t give up.
God’s advice through Solomon, is that 
we humble ourselves,
take one day at a time,
and trust God and rely on him.
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