
An extraordinary, ordinary life. 

JUST AN ILLUSION 

 

Christmas was a little busy this year!  I like Christmas Day being on a Sunday 

because it means all the services are more spaced out, and there’s not an extra 

set in the middle of the week.  I was part of five carol services in a week; my 

mother-in-law stayed with us for three weeks; I was involved in giving out 

Easter Team hampers; I took a funeral between Christmas and New Year.  It 

was a busy time – good, but busy. 

So a week ago Lisa and I spent one night in a hotel in Arundel to “have a 

break!”  We decided to go for a walk so we could chat about everything that’s 

going on: church, counselling course, finding time to take a break, family… 

We abandoned one walk after 15 minutes on the top of the South Downs: 

there was snow on the ground, the wind was almost gale force, the 

temperature below freezing…. and we weren’t quite dressed for that!  So we 

chose another walk through Eartham Woods. It was a six mile walk which 

brought us back to Eartham Wood.  We have a book which tells us where to 

walk, what paths to take, what things to look out for.  And, as we’ve done 

many times before, if you follow the book you can enjoy a lovely walk.  The last 

stretch of this walk was a long straight path back to the road where the carpark 

was. 

We’d been walking and chatting up and down through the woods, across the 

fields for probably a couple of hours.  We kept checking the book choosing the 

path, enjoying the views, but the last part seemed too long.  The books said 

keep going straight on, so we kept going straight on.  We began to wonder – is 

this actually the right path? But how could we have missed it if this is not the 

right path? We went straight on, just like it said!   

Then we arrived at the road, phew!  Only one problem – this road was in 

Slindon.  Slindon – we don’t want to be in Slindon – we want to be in Eartham 

Woods!  At that point we knew we had gone wrong – missed a path, but we 



had no idea where we had gone wrong.  It would have been pointless to go 

back along the path since we didn’t know where we should have taken a 

different path.  We thought we had followed the book carefully, we kept 

checking the path, but the truth was, we had no real idea where we actually 

were:  Slindon – where’s that? 

There were lots of things at this point we didn’t know: where we were exactly; 

where we’d gone wrong; how far did we still have to go?  But there was a 

really important thing we did know – and that turned out to be critical.  We 

knew our destination – we knew where we were ultimately heading, and 

knowing that made all the difference! We didn’t have to lose hope.  So we 

asked some locals, got out our mobile phones with GPS… and figured out how 

to get to where we knew we were headed!  Our walk was a bit longer than 

planned – by about 3 miles - but we made it to our final destination! 

The strange, complex, confusing book of Ecclesiastes is going to teach us 

something really very important.  It will teach us that it is the destination that 

makes sense of our journey through life.  The book of Ecclesiastes will tease us 

with the complexity of life, and at many points probably leave us wondering. 

The point of this in Ecclesiastes is that it is teaching us that, in truth, that is 

how life so often is – complex and leaves us wondering!   

It begins by announcing that everything in life is meaningless!  Haven’t you 

thought that, or asked that, or shouted that at some point in your life?  

Ecclesiastes will confront us with the truth that we all already know, which we 

touched on last week, but which mostly we will avoid talking about and 

thinking about… the one thing we can be sure of: we are all going to die. 

But Ecclesiastes is a most beautiful book because it will teach us that death 

gives us the meaning of life!  It will teach us that the best way to live is in fact 

to live in the truth of your certain death.  It will teach us that we can, in fact, do 

that well and that when we do, we can live wisely, freely and generously.  It 

will teach us that when we live well in the light of our death, we will find we 

are able to enjoy and relish the small things of life in deep and profound ways. 

When I was preparing this series, I almost chose to call it: Live life backwards!  

That’s the message of Ecclesiastes: Live your life backwards: if you know your 

destination, you can live well, live a full, vibrant and meaningful life.   



We know that life is complex, often messy, sometimes tragic and disturbing.  

Many, many people get to Slindon and have absolutely no idea of what to do 

or where to go.  Ecclesiastes teaches that it doesn’t have to be that way.  

Ecclesiastes will not teach us how to avoid life’s complexity, it’s confusion or its 

tragedy, but it will teach us that if we have the right perspective we can make 

sense of the journey.  Ecclesiastes invites us to let the end, the destination, 

shape how we live; to shape our priorities, our goals, our greatest ambitions 

and our strongest desires. 

So… are you ready? 

The words of the Teacher
 
son of David, king in Jerusalem: 

2 
“Meaningless! Meaningless!” 

    says the Teacher. 

“Utterly meaningless! 

    Everything is meaningless.” 

3 
What do people gain from all their labours 

    at which they toil under the sun? 
4 

Generations come and generations go, 

    but the earth remains forever. 
5 

The sun rises and the sun sets, 

    and hurries back to where it rises. 
6 

The wind blows to the south 

    and turns to the north; 

round and round it goes, 

    ever returning on its course. 
7 

All streams flow into the sea, 

    yet the sea is never full. 

To the place the streams come from, 

    there they return again. 
8 

All things are wearisome, 

    more than one can say. 

The eye never has enough of seeing, 

    nor the ear its fill of hearing. 
9 

What has been will be again, 

    what has been done will be done again; 

    there is nothing new under the sun. 
10 

Is there anything of which one can say, 



    “Look! This is something new”? 

It was here already, long ago; 

    it was here before our time. 
11 

No one remembers the former generations, 

    and even those yet to come 

will not be remembered 

    by those who follow them. 

(Ecclesiastes 1 v 1-11) 

Well….that’s a great start isn’t it? 

One of our greatest challenges is to live in the world as it really is.  Most of us, 

most of the time, would much rather live in the fantasy world of our own 

imagination.  You know the phrase: ‘To look through rose tinted spectacles.’  

When we say that we mean we’re looking back on something and only 

remembering the good bits, or remembering an event in a better way than was 

true at the time. 

I was talking to a friend over Christmas who made me laugh with this 

statement: “The older I get, the better I was!”  Our challenge is to live now in 

the reality of how the world actually is – not how we would like it to be.  The 

teacher begins by throwing out the challenge of how the world really is.  And 

he says it’s meaningless!   

We don’t like that… do we? 

We don’t want to be told our life is meaningless, or that the things we do are 

meaningless…do we?  Perhaps a better translation of the word meaningless 

would be breath or breeze.  The teacher is not trying to say that the universe is 

pointless, and has no meaning – as will become clear as we go through the 

book. 

He is saying, though, that everything is like a breath, or the breeze, or the mist, 

or a puff of smoke.  Everything is like a breath – there’s a challenging thought.  

He’s saying that’s the reality….anything else is just an illusion!   

How are you feeling about this so far?   

And at this stage that is the teacher’s main point – he wants you to think about 

life!  The teacher gives us some things to think about! 



Life is like a breath – life is short!  Life is real, but it is also temporary and it 

vanishes quickly.  Last week we talked about the people who made it onto the 

list.  Here’s one thing for sure – they won’t be on it next year! 

Life is also elusive.  Ever tried to catch a breath?  The teacher is reflecting on 

how lasting significance seems to elude us in life. Our ability to control life, in 

truth, eludes us.  We try, we plan, we scheme, we work towards… but the 

control we seek, in truth, eludes us!  We never fully understand the things that 

happen in life, we are never fully in control of what we do.  We like to pretend 

we are in control but it is really just an illusion. 

What do people gain from all their labours at which they toil under the sun?  

This opening question is there to make us think about reality.  The question 

asks: when you’ve done all you can, what’s left over, what is surplus?  The 

question is asked so that we know the answer is ‘nothing.’ The question is 

really probing at this: at the end of my life what will be surplus?  What will I 

leave that will be a lasting memory of my life? 

The teacher says all we leave is the earth – the earth that’s always been here!  

The truth is we haven’t changed anything, because in truth nothing really 

changes.   

The teacher also says life is repetitive.  Verses 4 -10 are written to make the 

point that what has been will be again; what is present will soon be past.  The 

human activities of speaking, seeing and hearing are compared to those of sun, 

wind and water. And the point is that just as what happens on the earth is 

cyclical, so too is human activity – why, in fact would it be any different?  

So, in the same way that rivers flow to the sea, but the sea is never full, so 

there is an insatiable desire in humans that means they are never completely 

satisfied.  When the teacher says there is nothing new under the sun he 

doesn’t mean there is never anything new – we know that’s not true.  What he 

means is there is nothing new we can discover that will be able to break the 

cycle of how life is repetitive, and therefore, nothing new that will, in truth, 

bring us the satisfaction we long for.  As humans we make progress, but 

progress is not new, and it doesn’t lead us to where we think we want to be. 

How are you doing? 

Some people understand the phrase ‘under the sun’ to mean those who live 

without reference to God.  That would be great because it then implies that 

what the teacher is describing is not true for Christians.  We might then want 



to argue that if we are Christians it changes everything under the sun.  Trouble 

is, the teacher is not really saying that all at…at least not in this way!  What is 

true for people who live without reference to God is also true for people who 

love God with all their heart.  Life is complex, messy, out of control, uncertain, 

short, elusive and repetitive for Christians too… isn’t it… or is that only my 

life?! 

Being a Christian doesn’t stop any of what the teacher says being true and the 

question that becomes the point of the book is this: If we won’t live forever, or 

even long enough to make a lasting difference to the world, how then should 

we live?  What the teacher will help us see is this: accepting that we are going 

to die is the first step in learning to live.  Wise people live in the truth they are 

going to die.   

We can choose to live as if we will be able to escape the limits being human on 

this earth actually brings!  Accepting that this way of life is just an illusion is the 

life changing breakthrough the teacher wants us to see.  The first sin was the 

temptation to believe we are like God.  The teacher says that is an illusion – we 

are not God; we are not in control, we will not live forever, we will die.  The 

teacher invites us to live in the truth, the reality of how life is and not fall for 

the illusion!  The teacher invites us to a much better way to live.  The teacher 

invites us to a different way of finding meaning and satisfaction.   

If you feel, sometimes, that life is like trying to catch your breath, or like 

chasing after the wind – the teacher has good news for you.  He says there is a 

better way to live that is not just an illusion. And he says that in the better way 

to live, there’s absolutely no need to try to catch a breath or chase after the 

wind.  It is the invitation to live an extraordinary, ordinary life! 
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