SESSION 11
Solomon Reflects on the Meaning of Life
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Session summary

In this session, we are going to align ourselves with Solomon and ask some of the same questions he asked. As we pose
these questions together, we should look for their resolution in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Knowing that God
exists, we can experience a life of meaning, justice, and purpose. We also call others to seek answers to their questions
by looking to Christ.
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Scripture
Ecclesiastes 1:1-11; 3:16-4:3; 12:9-14 A =4 1:1-11; 3:16-4:3; 12:9-14

The Point
Because God exists, life has meaning and purpose. Al o] &3} 7] wjZ-ol Q1A= 2Ju] e} &4 o] 95Ut}

INTRO/STARTER 5-10 MINUTES

Option 1

What do you think of when you hear the word vanity? The term vanity can refer to breath, emptiness, something
temporary, or meaninglessness. Throughout the Book of Ecclesiastes, Solomon used a from of this word at least 24
times. Solomon used this phrasing to demonstrate the meaninglessness of living life apart from God. The term vanity of
vanities is a superlative, emphasizing the emptiness of a Godless life. Without God, life is empty, holds no real meaning,
and provides no lasting significance. He showed that only God can add real meaning to life.

Does life seem meaningless to you? Why or why not?

Believers do not have to go through life wondering if they have purpose or meaning. God brings purpose and meaning to
life. Sometimes that feeling of hopelessness still seeps in. But a vibrant relationship with the Lord enables people to view
their lives in a more positive way.

How can a biblical perspective make the difference between joy and hopelessness?
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Option 2
Give your students two or three note cards each, and ask them to write the name of a villain on each one. The villain can
be from any medium: history, film, comics, etc.



Next, have them submit their note cards into a common pile. Draw several of them out and have the students, as a
group, sort them from least evil to most evil. You can choose how many cards you draw based on the number in your
group. (Note: you can also do this same exercise, but with heroes, and have them sort from most good to least good.)
Have them explain and defend their reasons.

Now, ask the students to re-arrange the cards using the same criteria, but this time from an atheistic perspective. If they
make changes, ask them to explain why.

Bring the exercise together by highlighting how their changes show that good and evil have no meaning apart from God.
If, on the other hand, they didn’t change anything, point out to them that without God, the least good and the most good
hero have the same standing. In other words, choosing between who is most evil and least evil is no different than
choosing which condiment to put on your burger—it’s just a matter of preference. However, we all know this to not be
the case.

How does the reality of good and evil point to the existence of God?
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HIS STORY 15-20 MINUTES
THE POINT

Because God exists, life has meaning and purpose. 210] &13}7] wj&-o]l Q1o = o]n| e} =2 o] Qi)

Characters

The Triune God - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit

Solomon - son of David who succeeded him as king over Israel. Solomon is known for his God-given wisdom—having
authored many books in the Old Testament wisdom literature—and his building of the temple
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Plot 7-4

In this session, we see Solomon at the end of his life, presenting two different ways of living—a life with meaning and a
life without. The general tone of Solomon's writing here makes him seem cynical, but he goes on to demonstrate that a
life filled with God is a life filled with meaning.
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The opening verses of Ecclesiastes introduce us to the question: Does life have meaning? While Solomon's response
initially seems to be quite gloomy and sorrowful, it is important to realize that Solomon is presenting two very different
pictures to his readers—a life without God and a life with God. After reflecting on a world without God, Solomon comes
to the conclusion that all life under this scenario would be meaningless and futile. Look at what he says:

The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem. Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All
is vanity. What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun? A generation goes, and a generation comes,
but the earth remains forever. The sun rises, and the sun goes down, and hastens to the place where it rises. The wind
blows to the south and goes around to the north; around and around goes the wind, and on its circuits the wind returns.
All streams run to the sea, but the sea is not full; to the place where the streams flow, there they flow again. All things are
full of weariness; a man cannot utter it; the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing. What has been
is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done, and there is nothing new under the sun. Is there a thing of
which it is said, “See, this is new”? It has been already in the ages before us. There is no remembrance of former things,
nor will there be any remembrance of later things yet to be among those who come after. (Eccl. 1:1-11)

The first thing Solomon notes about a life without God is that there would be no permanence in the world. Nothing
seems to last. We get up and work a job for twenty or thirty years, and then we die. Generations come and go, but the
world seems to take no notice of them. Most human beings seem to make no lasting impact on the world; as soon as
one generation thinks they have things figured out, they grow old and die.

Life is like an endless treadmill that one generation runs on for a while before getting replaced by another. Ideas and
innovations come and go, but nothing appears to last. Achievements and advancements happen, but is the world really
any better? His answer is a resounding no!

All of this leads Solomon to the conclusion that apart from a life with God, nothing is new under the sun. The eyes and
ears never seem to be satisfied. Every new invention or gadget that comes down the pike never really satisfies us. Sure,
they may entertain us for a little while, but they do not change the monotony and the impermanence of the things
previously mentioned. Generations still come and go. The sun continues to rise and set. The latest product that people
stand in line for will do nothing to alter the world as it is. Therefore, it is all futile, according to Solomon.

When we consider this perspective on the world we must conclude that Solomon is spot on—taking into account that
God is left out of the picture. Remember, he is showing us a picture of life without God. There is no reference here to
loving, obeying, and treasuring God. When He is not the center of our lives, we must conclude that all of life is futile. All
that you do, all that you achieve, and all that you gain in this life is nothing unless God is the greatest reality of your life.

The picture Solomon paints here is reality if we push God out of our lives. But when God is at the center of our lives as
our King and treasure, all of life is filled with meaning and purpose. All that we do matters. If Jesus is who He said He
was, and if He truly is raised from the dead and reigning over all things, then everything we do matters. This is what the
apostle Paul meant when he said, “Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the
work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain” (1 Cor. 15:58). Without Him, everything we do is in
vain. With Him, everything we do has meaning, value, and purpose.

Do you tend to look at the world through the lens of your circumstances or through the lens of your hope in Christ? (p.
72, PSG)
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A5 Aol oba] 912 vhE Aol thk 719]o] §& Aelek (AEA 1:1-11)
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JUSTICE AND GOODNESS A 2] ¢} A8t

As we move further into the book of Ecclesiastes, the second question that we see Solomon grappling with is the issue
of justice in the world. As he looked out and observed, he saw more injustice than justice, and more pain than prosperity.

Moreover, | saw under the sun that in the place of justice, even there was wickedness, and in the place of righteousness,
even there was wickedness. | said in my heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked, for there is a time for every
matter and for every work. | said in my heart with regard to the children of man that God is testing them that they may see
that they themselves are but beasts. For what happens to the children of man and what happens to the beasts is the
same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath, and man has no advantage over the beasts, for all is
vanity. All go to one place. All are from the dust, and to dust all return. Who knows whether the spirit of man goes upward
and the spirit of the beast goes down into the earth? So | saw that there is nothing better than that a man should rejoice
in his work, for that is his lot. Who can bring him to see what will be after him? Again | saw all the oppressions that are
done under the sun. And behold, the tears of the oppressed, and they had no one to comfort them! On the side of their
oppressors there was power, and there was no one to comfort them. And | thought the dead who are already dead more
fortunate than the living who are still alive. But better than both is he who has not yet been and has not seen the evil
deeds that are done under the sun. (Eccl 3:16-4:3)

The struggle we see here is one that we all encounter. Theologians and philosophers refer to this as the problem of evil
and suffering. Each of us have to face the fact that the world is not as it should be. The curse of sin has fractured and
ruptured what God made good, rhythmic, and beautiful. The result is pain, poverty, suffering, oppression, and death.
Solomon sees this and observes that it is better to be dead, and better still not even to exist!

All of us long for things to be set right, for things to be put back in their proper place. We lament with Solomon that when



we search for righteousness, we often find wickedness in its place. We long for peace and restoration, and our only hope
is that God will bring everything into judgment (v.17).

Solomon seems to find some comfort with this idea of God as judge. But we can find even more because we know what
Solomon did not know. We know that because God raised Jesus from the dead, He will raise us. And not only us, but the
whole of creation will be renewed and redeemed. He will wipe away every tear. He will set all things right. He will make all
things new. He will make a new heaven and a new earth. He will put an end to sin, Satan, and death.
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HUMANITY’S PURPOSE ON EARTH X 744 A ¢179] 23

Of all the questions that we are prompted to ask as we read Ecclesiastes, this one is the most important: “What are we
on earth for?” Solomon concludes his book by warning us of all the other voices we’ll hear in the world, but that only
One matters.

Besides being wise, the Preacher also taught the people knowledge, weighing and studying and arranging many proverbs
with great care. The Preacher sought to find words of delight, and uprightly he wrote words of truth. The words of the
wise are like goads, and like nails firmly fixed are the collected sayings; they are given by one Shepherd. My son, beware
of anything beyond these. Of making many books there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh. 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 judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil. (Eccl 12:9-14)

What are we on earth for? Attempts to answer that question are at every turn. This text reminds us that countless
opinions are offered up regarding this issue (v. 12). Think of all the different philosophies and perspectives on life and
why we are here. Talk shows, magazines, blogs, and websites bombard us with advice and counsel on how to live. But
unless they conclude that we were made for God and His commands, they are wrong and should be rejected. Deep
down, all humans know that they were made for God.

As Christians, we have a tremendous opportunity to offer hope to our world. We know why we are here! We know why



we were put on this earth. We know the path to ultimate meaning and purpose. We have a living Savior who came to
give us abundant life and overflowing joy (John 10:10; 15:11).

We don’t simply offer the world ideas, information, or a philosophy. We offer the world a Person—a Person who died and

rose again. We offer living hope, living water, and living bread in a reigning King named Jesus.
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CHRIST CONNECTION 18| 2%9}9] 44

Paul’s letter to the Colossians reminds us not to look to anything besides Christ for ultimate meaning and purpose. “See
to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the
elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ. For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you
have been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority” (Col. 2:8-10). Only in Christ does the fullness of God
dwell. Only through Christ do idols and so-called gods lose their power and appeal. Only in Christ do we discover why
we are here. We discover that what we've been searching for in pleasure, approval, power, and comfort is actually found
in Him. He is better and He is enough.

Jesus really is better. He speaks a better word. He tells a better story. He offers a better answer to why we are here. Let
us give our lives to helping the world know and trust this God who made us for Himself, and who alone provides the
answer to why we are here!
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General revelation refers to God revealing Himself through His creation (Ps. 19) and through the human conscience (Rom.
2). Knowledge about God through general revelation is limited because it only communicates general knowledge about
God and His character. We can look at the vastness and fine-tuning of the universe and recognize that God is all-powerful
and wise, or look inward to our innate sense of right and wrong and know there is a moral lawgiver in the universe.
General revelation is not sufficient for understanding how to know God or be saved, but it provides enough knowledge
about God for us to be held accountable for suppressing God'’s truth in unrighteousness (Rom. 1-2).
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YOUR STORY 10-15 MINUTES

Group Questions 1§ A&

God'’s Story has always been designed to connect with your story. It is because of His Story that our stories make sense,
have meaning, and carry on into eternity. Use the questions below to help think through how His Story connects with
your own.

Have you ever succumbed to a pessimistic view of life? How does Christianity help us through those trying moments?
Answers will vary.

What kinds of injustice or suffering in the world are most likely to get your attention? What kinds of injustice or suffering
are you most likely to ignore? Answers will vary.

What are some different answers the world will give to the question “What are we on earth for?” One way to approach
this question would be to refer to the pack item available for this session, which provides an informational chart of how
different worldviews answer the question to life and its meaning.

In what unique ways does Jesus provide a better answer than the world to life’'s deepest questions? Answers will vary.
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YOUR MISSION 10-15 MINUTES

Head 9 &

Romans 1 reminds us that all people possess knowledge of God. The problem is not that we lack truth and knowledge;
we suppress truth. Paul wrote “For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but
they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things”
(Rom. 1:21-23). This is a grim commentary on humanity. God made us to know Him and walk in His ways, but instead we
shun Him and try to create our own path to joy and meaning. We essentially know why we are here, but we refuse to act



on that truth.
In what ways have you been tempted to suppress the truth you know about God? Answers to this will vary.

In what ways do peop/e often try to create their own path to joy and meaning? Answers to this will vary.
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When it comes to the pain, evil, and suffering we see in this world, we need not despair or lose hope. Our God will act on
our behalf. He will bring about the glory of His righteousness and justice. In the meantime we are to follow the words of
Peter who said, “And after you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in
Christ, will himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish you. To him be the dominion forever and ever. Amen” (1
Pet. 5:10-11). All dominion and power ultimately belong to Him, and in His time He will bring about the perfection and
peace of which we all long. Let us wait with patience and endurance for our God to act.

How does the truth of God'’s sovereignty encourage us during difficult times? Answers to this will vary.
How do you draw comfort from the fact that God will act on our behalf? Answers to this will vary.
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The Bible doesn’t shy away from hard questions. God wants us to grapple with issues of meaning, purpose, and justice
in the world. And when we do, we’ll find that these questions help us see the uniqueness of Christianity and the glory of
Jesus Christ our Savior. This, in turn, makes us even more knowledgeable concerning the culture around us as we seek
to offer answers to the deepest questions people are asking. Let us boldly, but with kindness, offer the world the hope it
so desperately needs.

When have questions about meaning, purpose, and justice caused you to grow closer to God? Answers to this will vary.

How would you answer questions about meaning and purpose if asked by someone struggling to believe in God’s
existence? Answers to this will vary.
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TIMELINE

Meaning of life in Ecclesiastes A XX 9| 4] 9] 4] 9]
Solomon reflects on the purpose and meaning of life.
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The suffering of Job &9 11+
The suffering of Job and the mercy of God. &¢] 1153} 3l o] 2}u],

Worship in the Psalms A]& ]| 4] 2] o u]]
A look into the psalms and their importance in the Christian life.
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Elijah and the prophets of Baal* &g ok9} njete] A x| 2} =+
God makes it known that He alone is God. 31} 7 A1 &= AFAl ko] gl o] A8 Lhe A Y o)

Elijah’s Persecution €] o}2] u}3j
Elijah flees in the midst of persecution. <] o= ¥haf g0l A =3 Yo,

The healing of Naaman Y-o}3He] x|
Naaman is healed from his leprosy. tto}ike] o] 2|45 915U th

ADDITIONAL INFO

Leader Pack

For this session, refer students to pack item #10—an informational chart contrasting how the Christian worldview and
atheistic worldview answer some of life’s biggest questions.

Additional Resources

Check out the following additional resources:

Leader Training Videos

One Conversations

Midweek Studies (to access your Midweek Study, go to lifeway.com/TGPKingsSUM16)
Circular Timeline Poster

App (for both leader and student)

Additional suggestions for specific groups are available at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources
And for free online training on how to lead a group visit MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject



