Why Am I Here? #4

“Is This All There Is?”

Ecclesiastes 3:11


“Is that all there is?”


So sang Peggy Lee in the 1969 hit that won her a Grammy Award. The whole chorus went like this:

Is that all there is?
If that’s all there is my friends, then let’s keep dancing
Let’s break out the booze and have a ball
If that’s all there is.


Sounds depressing, doesn’t it? To those of you who can remember the song itself, even the music was slow and haunting, wasn’t it? The verses are about disappointment in various aspects of life…and even death. 


Sounds a lot like the message of Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament, too. I have had several people come up to me and say, “Why is Ecclesiastes even in the Bible? It is so depressing—I can’t hardly get through it!”


I am forced to agree with them…to a point. Ecclesiastes can be very depressing. Just consider the opening words: “Meaningless! Meaningless!" says the Teacher. "Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless” (Ecclesiastes 1:2). The writer then systematically moves through various aspects of life, each one he ultimately deems as meaningless.


The key to understanding Ecclesiastes, though, is found in a little phrase that is repeated throughout: “under the sun” (or occasionally “under heaven”). Ecclesiastes 1:14 says, “I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind.”  The author (traditionally thought to be Solomon) limits his thinking here to those things which are tangible—able to be seen, heard, or touched. He restricts himself to time and space in his pursuit of the answer to the question, “Why am I here?”


I’d like to examine Ecclesiastes this morning…not verse-by-verse, but looking at the larger picture of the book, and zeroing in on one key passage that unlocks the whole question at hand. We will see that many people today are on that same quest as Solomon was thousands of years ago. They are looking at their lives and wondering, “Is this all there is?” They are coming to much the same initial conclusion as Solomon did as well. Thankfully, though, Solomon did not end the book with the same hopelessness that marks the beginning. Scripture as a whole provides a framework whereby we can find answers to that basic question, “Why am I here?”

Our Earthly Disposition

Let’s begin with our earthly disposition. We all are material people living in a material world. We interact with our surroundings through our physical senses of sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell. 

Solomon thought he could find satisfaction and meaning in life by “living it up.” And if anyone could have, it was Solomon. God had blessed him with more wisdom, more wealth, and more success than anyone in history. He truly had it all! Whatever he wanted, he got! At no time could he say, “Well, if I had only had this…” He had it all!

But everything he tried—learning, labor, leisure, and luxury—all came up empty. In higher education he only came to understand what he did not know. In all of his work he discovered the temporary satisfaction of success, but it was just that: temporary. As soon as he finished one thing, he needed another project to keep busy. Then he thought, “Maybe I’m working too hard. I should take it easy and enjoy pleasure.” Once again, there were no limits to what Solomon could enjoy. But the laughter and the leisure didn’t last. He was the wealthiest man on earth…but he realized that when he died, all that wealth would do him no good—it would instead go to someone who hadn’t earned it!

Maybe you are experiencing what I’m talking about. There is something in each of us that says there has to be more to life than what we see and experience. So much of what we do seems meaningless over the long run. We mow the grass; it grows and we have to mow it again. We clean the house; it gets dirty and we have to clean it again. We go to work, pick up a pay check, and spend it; we go back to work so we can pick up another pay check and spend it. We cook all day, or so it seems, to eat our meals; the next day we do it all over again.
If you are like me, every once in a while you look at all this activity and say, “What is the point of it all? Why am I doing this?” Surely, life has to be more than mowing grass, cleaning house, working, cooking eating. We want to give our lives to more than this; we want them to be meaningful.
 Yet how many of us are ready to throw up our hands and join in Solomon’s sad refrain: “Everything is meaningless!”

Many have concluded that since life is short, we’d better enjoy it while we can. “You only go around life once,” the old commercial told us, “so grab all the gusto you can!” Nowadays this philosophy has been condensed to four letters: YOLO, standing for, “You Only Live Once.” They work hard, play hard, and party hard. Their lives become a frenzied chase for the latest thrill, trying to get as much packed into life while they can before the music stops.

If your time on earth were all there is to your life, you’d might as well start living it up immediately. Forget being good and ethical; forget about any consequences of your actions. You could indulge yourself in total self-centeredness because your actions would have no long-term repercussions. Live it up…since you only live once! In the words of Isaiah 22:13, “Let us eat and drink,” you say, “for tomorrow we die!” or of the rich farmer in Jesus’ parable in Luke 12 19 who said, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.” (And you thought the slogan, “Eat, drink, and be merry came from Dairy Queen!)

But what if there’s more? What if death is not the end?

Our Eternal Destination


This is where Ecclesiastes 3 comes into the picture with our eternal destination. After bemoaning the sheer futility of life and its seemingly endless cycles of birth, life, and death, Solomon sets aside (for a moment) his atheistic approach to making sense of it all. Rather than seeing mankind as mere mortals, with a chance beginning and a chance ending and a flurry of pointless activity in between, he observes that we are meaningful players in a cosmic drama, intended to know that more is going on beyond what we can see.
 He sees the Father, not Fate, as the divine director, establishing a time for everything in accordance with His overall plan, rather than life being a series of accidents and coincidences.


The key to this chapter—and perhaps the entire book—is verse 11. I like how The Amplified Bible expands on this verse:
He has made everything beautiful in its time. He also has planted eternity in men’s hearts and minds [a divinely implanted sense of a purpose working through the ages which nothing under the sun but God alone can satisfy], yet so that men cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end. 

“He has planted eternity in men’s hearts and minds.” What does that mean? That God has put within every human being’s heart a curiosity about tomorrow…an eternal capacity that prompts us to probe, to be intrigued, to search. That explains why our children asks questions about tomor​row, about life, and about life beyond. Children can ask the most profound questions. And when they grow up, they don’t stop asking questions. It’s the way God made us as human beings.

Even more than this, deep inside of us there is a longing, a hunger, for something more. There’s a spiritual drive to rise above the com​monplace, the ordinary. Why? Because we were created to know God. Think of it this way: There is a God-shaped vacuum in the heart of every person. We as humans, created in the image of God, have a sense of eternity in our hearts, even though we can’t fully comprehend it.
 As Abraham Lincoln once said, “Surely God would not have created such a being as man to exist only for a day! No, no, man was made for immortality.”


C. S. Lewis captured the concept of eternity on the last page of The Chronicles of Narnia, his seven-book children’s fiction series: “For us this is the end of all the stories…  But for them it was only the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world…had only been the cover and the title page: now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story, which no one on earth has read, which goes on forever and in which every chapter is better than the one before.”
 Or, in the words of a quote I often use at funerals, “When the Christian dies we do not write the words, ‘the end’; we write, ‘to be con​tinued,’ and turn over the page.”


You see, one day your heart will stop beating. That will be the end of your time on earth, but it will not be the end of you. Your earthly body is just a temporary residence for your spirit. The Bible calls your earthly body a “tent,” but refers to your future body as a “house.” The Bible says, “When this tent we live in—our body here on earth—is torn down, God will have a house in heaven for us to live in, a home he himself has made, which will last forever” [2 Cor. 5:1 tev].

God has a purpose for our life on earth, but it doesn’t end here. His plan involves far more than the few decades we will spend on this planet. More than “the opportunity of a lifetime”; God offers us an opportunity beyond your lifetime. The Bible says, “[God’s] plans endure forever; his purposes last eternally” [Psalm 33:11 tev].


“But I don’t see how it all fits together!” you might be thinking. That’s okay… Solomon came to the same conclusion! That’s what the end of verse 11 means. We cannot fully comprehend God’s eternal plan because we are finite—locked into our space/time continuum. When we try to put the pieces of the puzzle of life together without God, even our life here on earth makes no sense! 

The “vanity of vanities” of Ecclesiastes was not that life was a bore, filled with futility, emptiness, or the frustrating conclusion that nothing was worth living for. No! Instead “vanity” was simply that life in and of itself could not supply the key to its own meaning, nor could it truly liberate the person. No one part of God’s otherwise good universe could in and of itself provide any all-embracing solution that would integrate truth, learning, and living. Only when one came to fear God did a person begin to perceive the unification of truth, learning, and living. Apart from a relationship of a total commitment to God, nothing would ever make sense—nor could it ever!
 Listen to Solomon’s conclusion at the end of Ecclesiastes:

Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole [duty] of man. For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14).

Only when we realize our eternal destination—that there is more to our existence than this life on earth—will life on earth make sense and have meaning. Only when we acknowledge God for who He is—the Creator—and we for who we are—the creation—will we ever get beyond the rat race of survival from one day to the next. Only then will we be able to answer the question, “Why am I here?”

Our Essential Determination

We’re not done, though. It is true that all people are created with an eternal soul that will exist beyond this life on earth, our eternal destination will be established by our essential determination while we are here.

In other words, each of us has a choice to make.

Life on earth offers many choices, from career to spouse to what kind of car we drive or house we live in. But eternity offers only two: heaven or hell. Our relationship to God on earth will determine our relationship to Him in eternity. If we trust in God’s Son, Jesus, we will be invited to spend the rest of eternity with Him. On the other hand, if we reject His love, forgiveness, and salvation, we will spend eternity apart from God forever. 

C. S. Lewis said, “There are two kinds of people: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done’ and those to whom God says, ‘All right then, have it your way.’” Tragically, many people will have to endure eternity without God because they chose to live without him here on earth.


Jesus said in John 5:28-29, “Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.” Notice that everybody will live beyond this life; the difference is where they will spend eternity. In the final analysis, we are not really ready to handle life until we are ready to face death.
 

This goes beyond the future, though. This affects how we live in the present. When we fully comprehend that there is more to life than just here and now, and we realize that life is just preparation for eternity, we will begin to live differently. We will start living in light of eternity, and that will color how we handle every relationship, task, and circumstance. Suddenly many activities, goals, and even problems that seemed so important will appear trivial, petty, and unworthy of your attention. The closer we live to God, the smaller everything else appears. 

When we live in light of eternity, our values change. We use your time and money more wisely. We place a higher premium on relationships and character instead of fame or wealth or achievements or even fun. Our priorities are reordered. Keeping up with trends, fashions, and popular values just doesn’t matter as much anymore. Paul said, “I once thought all these things were so very important, but now I consider them worthless because of what Christ has done” [Php. 3:7 nlt]. We realize that this life is preparation for the next.

Steven Curtis Chapman put it this way in one of his songs:

There is more to this life than living and dying

More than just trying to make it through the day

More to this life, more than these eyes alone can see

And there’s more than this life alone can be 

Do you know what time it is? (Don’t look at your watch—that’s not what I mean!) It’s time to come to terms with eternity!
 If you are asking yourself, “Is this all there is?” the answer is “No!” There is more to this life than what we experience every day. We were created for eternity, and our eternal destination will be dependant on the essential determination we make. Do we trust our Creator, or are we stubbornly seeking our own way? That path is a dead-end street. Only in Jesus do we find life. 
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