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QUESTIONS:
· Have you heard someone ask the following question? “What is the meaning of life?”
· What is the person asking?

· If we asked the average person on the streets, “What part of your life gives you a sense of purpose and meaning?”, what responses would you expect to receive?

· Is it reasonable to think that the part of our life into which we pour the greatest amount of time and energy is the part we expect to provide us meaning and purpose?

· Which part(s) of our lives are the most meaningful? 

· Conversely, which part(s) of or activities in our lives would we consider meaningless?

· Many of us set goals and objectives to keep us moving toward the target in life only to reach the target and realize it did not provide the satisfaction we desired. How many people wake up one day and ask themselves, “Why am I in this career...how did I get here...what is the point?”

· Is life on this earth a continuous, never-ending cycle of working, paying bills, spending, going back to work again, paying bills, spending, working, etc.?

· Do you ever wonder what life is really all about?

· Have you ever considered why you are alive and what difference your life will make in this world?

Preface: Ecclesiastes. People seem to either love the book...or avoid it. Regardless of how we view the book, it asks the very questions our entire society is asking today. Rather than being put off by the questions about life contained in its pages, we should probably read it first, record all the questions asked in it, then search the rest of the Bible for the answers.

SCRIPTURE: (For background, read Ecclesiastes 1:1 to 2:26.)
(Ecclesiastes 1:1-4 NIV)  The words of the Teacher, son of David, king in Jerusalem: {2} "Meaningless! Meaningless!" says the Teacher. "Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless." {3} What does man gain from all his labor at which he toils under the sun? {4} Generations come and generations go, but the earth remains forever.

· Verse 1 introduces the Teacher. Verse 2 is the introductory quotation from the Teacher. What “encouraging” word does the Teacher have for us in verse 2? ( “...Everything is meaningless...”)

· What do you think he means by the word meaningless, used by the Teacher over 25 times in his assessment of life? 

· In the ensuing verses, the Teacher narrows his focus from “everything is meaningless” to specific areas of life.

CAREER AND VOCATION...

· What does he say is a meaningless pursuit in verse 3? (Labor...our work, our vocations, our careers.) 

· Do you know anyone who has invested most of their energy and focus in life in their career? 

· Do you know anyone who might be insulted if you suggested their personal career and vocation has been and always will be virtually insignificant?

· Generally, which member in the traditional family structure pins theirs hopes of finding some meaning in life on their career? (The man...the husband and father.)

FAMILY...

· The Teacher puts generations coming and going in the everything is meaningless category in verse 4. What are generations? (We are...our parents and our children...he is saying our focus on the family is meaningless.)

· Do you think some parents would be a bit disconcerted by the suggestion that generations...including them and their children...will simply come and go without any great impact(that all their concerns for raising children, protecting them, praying for them, and caring for them will simply “come and go” like a meaningless activity?

· Do you know anyone whose self-esteem and/or self-worth centers around their family?

· Typically, which member of the family invests the most energy and derives the most meaning in life from the family? (The woman...the wife and mother.)

Many of us struggle with these two areas of our lives...our families and our careers. Sadly, the Teacher is often right; we put so much energy into these two areas only to have them fall apart at the seams. Why are these two parts of our lives sometimes difficult for many of us?

READ GENESIS 3:16-19. ( the Scriptural account of the fall of man through sin.)
(Genesis 3:16-19 NIV)  To the woman he said, "I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you." {17} To Adam he said, "Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, 'You must not eat of it,' "Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. {18} It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. {19} By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return."

· We begin reading in verse 16 the results and consequences of their sin. What part of Eve’s life does God tell her will be negatively impacted by her sin in this verse? (Her family.)

· Notice the consistent thread running through history...Eve(Ecclesiastes(Women today.

· What aspect of Adam’s life (and eventually all men) does God say will be negatively impacted by Adam’s sin? (His career, his livelihood, his vocation.)

· Notice the same thread...Adam(Ecclesiastes(Men today.

· Men and women today focus a great deal of their energies on family and career. Is it any wonder that many are disillusioned when the focus of their energies..their family or their career...prove to be less meaningful than expected? The writer of Ecclesiastes was simply recording what people around him were experiencing...the same thing many still experience today.

· We should take consolation in what the Scripture says about these areas of our lives; the groundwork for difficulty in these two areas was laid long before our time. The problems began with Adam and Eve, were confirmed much later in man’s spiritual development in the Bible by the author of Ecclesiastes, and have been personally experienced by many of us. We should realize that if we have difficulties in these areas, we are not the first. Our greatest hope, however, springs from the fact that Scripture not only identifies the problem, but gives us the solution as well. 

TRYING TO DRINK FROM A MIRAGE...

· What are we doing when we focus so much energy on our career and family? In essence, we have a continual thirst inside and hope that pouring ourselves into our career or family will quench it. 

· What is our thirst...is it for happiness? ...peace? ...contentment? ...lack of fear and anxiety? It could be any number of things. The problem is that the thirst is eternal in its nature; anything less than the eternal will never quench it, certainly not striving for fulfillment through careers or family. Even though they may temporarily lessen our thirst, it returns again...and again...and again. Why are we so thirsty?

· Later in Ecclesiastes 3 we read; “He (God) has set eternity in the hearts of men...” That is the thirst! 

The 17th Century philosopher, Blaise Pascal, described this condition in us when God sets eternity in our hearts as a God-shaped vacuum, implying there is a yearning in each of us that can only be filled, or satisfied, by God.

Jesus also described this thirst...and the drink that quenches.

(John 4:10-18 NIV)  Jesus answered her, "If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water." {11} "Sir," the woman said, "you have nothing to draw with and the well is deep. Where can you get this living water? {12} Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did also his sons and his flocks and herds?" {13} Jesus answered, "Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, {14} but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life." {15} The woman said to him, "Sir, give me this water so that I won't get thirsty and have to keep coming here to draw water." {16} He told her, "Go, call your husband and come back." {17} "I have no husband," she replied. Jesus said to her, "You are right when you say you have no husband. {18} The fact is, you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your husband. What you have just said is quite true."

· Which kind of thirst did the woman think Jesus was talking about? (Physical)

· Which thirst was Jesus talking about? (Spiritual) 

· On the basis of verses 13 and 14, what did Jesus say that confirms our theory that the thirst, and the drink he offers, is eternal in nature? (“Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, [the thirst is eternal and the physical will not quench] but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him [in our heart, where God set this eternal thirst] a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”)

· The water Jesus is telling this woman about will quench her thirst...not her attempts at family life. She should know, having experienced the recurring thirst for meaning in life that would follow five failed marriages.

Many of us are trying to quench the thirst for peace or a thirst for the absence of fear, worry and anxiety; does this water Jesus talked about satisfy those thirsts? 

(John 14:27 NIV)  Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.

· What does Jesus say to us about peace and how does it compare to the peace we try to achieve from anything in this world? (He gives peace that is different from the peace the world can provide.)

· What about the thirst for the absence of fear. (He quenches that as well.)

Does this mean that if we follow Jesus, we will never have difficulties in our families and careers again...that we will always be happy? 

(Philippians 4:11-13 NIV)  I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. {12} I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. {13} I can do everything through him who gives me strength.

· First of all, what did Paul learn in verse 11? (He learned to be content)

· Why do you suppose he learned to be content instead of learning to be happy?

· Which do you think is a more realistic goal when it comes to career and family...to be content, or to be happy?

· What ingredient did God give Paul to mix in with his contentment when the going got tough? (The determination that came from knowing he could do anything as long as God was supplying the strength.)

We often seek to derive our sense of meaning in life from our family or career, a heavy burden neither can carry. When either or both let us down we become bitter.

The drive inside us that we try to satisfy through family and/or career can only be satisfied through our relationship with God and with Jesus Christ, his Son. Only through this relationship with God can we finally quench our thirst for peace, contentment, and the lack of fear and anxiety.

God wants us to derive our meaning and purpose in life from him:

“God did this so that men would seek Him and perhaps reach out for Him and find Him, though He is not far from each one of us. For in Him we live and move and have our being.”
Paul, the Apostle, addressing the men of Athens,
Acts of the Apostles, Chapter 17, Verses 27 and 28.
QUESTION: Who represents the perfect family to you and why?

In the lesson so far the Scriptures clarified we should quench our inner thirst for meaning in life with the eternal waters of God living in us through Jesus Christ, not through our career or family. Having established that, however, what are the specific guideposts we can follow in Scripture to be certain we are on the right track in our careers and families?

SCRIPTURE:
...About the Family;
(Genesis 2:24 NIV)  For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.

· Where does the family begin? 

· Our society tries to persuade us the family unit now follows alternative patterns such as men become one with men or women united with women. People in our society can exercise their freedom of choice God gave them and take that position; however, if they do, they abandon the Scriptural course for the family.

· What does “...and they will become one flesh” mean? 

· What happens when they become one flesh? READ...
(Malachi 2:15 NIV)  Has not the LORD made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith with the wife of your youth.

· What was God seeking in the union of man and woman? (Godly offspring.)

***What about couples who never have children or people who never marry? READ...
       I CORINTHIANS 6:17 to 7:40. 

...About the Husband;
(Ephesians 5:25-33 NIV)  Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her {26} to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, {27} and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. {28} In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. {29} After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church-- {30} for we are members of his body. {31} "For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh." {32} This is a profound mystery--but I am talking about Christ and the church. {33} However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.

· How are husbands instructed to love their wives? (As Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her)

· Did Christ die for the church (us) because we deserved that much love? 

Are husbands to love their wives this much because the women deserve it?

...About the Wife;
(Ephesians 5:21-24, 33 NIV)  Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. {22} Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. {23} For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. {24} Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. 

{33} However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.

· What are we all, both men and women, instructed to do in verses 21 and what is the reason that is given for doing it?  (Submit to one another...out of reverence for Christ.)

· What are the wives instructed to do in verse 22?

· Why is it essential to understand that submission can only be done out of reverence for Christ? (Because any wife who has ever lived with a husband for more than one week can give a complete list of reasons why her husband is not deserving of her submission! If submission does not proceed out of reverence for Christ, it is likely to never happen!)

...About the Parents;
(Deuteronomy 6:4-9 NIV)  Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. {5} Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. {6} These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. {7} Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. {8} Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. {9} Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.

· What is the instruction to parents in these verses? (Impress God’s commandments on your children constantly everywhere you go...all the time.)

· Who often has to assume the responsibility of telling children about God instead of the parents? (The church, the minister, the TV evangelist, or worse yet...no one!)

· People say “I want my children to make their own decisions about God.” Do you think this is a Cop Out?

(Proverbs 22:6 NIV)  Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.

(Proverbs 23:13-14 NIV)  Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you punish him with the rod, he will not die. {14} Punish him with the rod and save his soul from death.

· In addition to giving children regular instruction about God’s commands, what are parents instructed to do? (Give them training and discipline.) 

· What is training?  What is discipline?  What form of discipline is recommended in 23:13 and 14? Does this mean that mentally perverted parents can physically abuse their children with God’s blessing and approval? Conversely, does this mean that rational, loving parents should avoid all physical discipline because a few stupid parents abuse the responsibility? 

...About the Children;
(Ephesians 6:1-4 NIV)  Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. {2} "Honor your father and mother"--which is the first commandment with a promise-- {3} "that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth." {4} Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.

· How are the children instructed to respond to their parents?

...About our Careers; (Since career is a modern-day concept, we must change the reference back to work and business to find the right path again in the Bible. Also since there are several hundred references in the Bible to work and business, we will only scratch the surface.)
(1 Timothy 5:8 NIV)  If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.

· Many people get all tangled up in trying to find great meaning and purpose in their careers and lose sight of a basic reason for working. What does this verse say is this basis of earning a living? (Provide for the family.)

· There are men whose families are doing without while they try to find The Perfect Job. What does this verse say to them?

 (Proverbs 12:11 NIV)  He who works his land will have abundant food, but he who chases fantasies lacks judgment.

· How would put this proverb into your own words? (Hard work pays off.)

· How should we approach the work we do? (Industriously.)

(Proverbs 6:6-11 NIV)  Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider its ways and be wise! {7} It has no commander, no overseer or ruler, {8} yet it stores its provisions in summer and gathers its food at harvest. {9} How long will you lie there, you sluggard? When will you get up from your sleep? {10} A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest-- {11} and poverty will come on you like a bandit and scarcity like an armed man.

· What does this tell us? (Don’t wait for someone to tell you how hard to work...be self-motivated, work hard, and avoid poverty.)

(Proverbs 20:4 NIV)  A sluggard does not plow in season; so at harvest time he looks but finds nothing.

· What does this say? (If you don’t work, don’t complain about not getting a paycheck.)

(2 Thessalonians 3:7-10 NIV)  For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example. We were not idle when we were with you, {8} nor did we eat anyone's food without paying for it. On the contrary, we worked night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you. {9} We did this, not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to make ourselves a model for you to follow. {10} For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: "If a man will not work, he shall not eat."

· What do these verses say about working? 

· Don’t be idle, work hard...vs. 7,8.

· Pay your own meal ticket...v.8.

· Others are affected by our work ethics; be a good model rather than demanding the right to welfare...v.9.

· If you don’t work, you don’t eat...no free lunch...v.10.

(Colossians 3:22-23 NIV)  Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is on you and to win their favor, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. {23} Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men,

· Some people have great jobs, others don’t; this is addressed to slaves…not exactly the career of choice. Regardless of how we feel about our work, how are we to do them?

BOTTOM LINE:
Trying to find meaning in life from family or career is an example of blatant misuse, like trying to put out a fire with gasoline just because it is wet. When we understand that only God satisfies our inner thirst for meaning and keep our eyes on the plan God gave us for our families and our work, we experience true fulfillment and meaning.

CLOSE WITH PRAYER. 
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