Ecclesiastes

Lesson 11

( 1995. John Creamer. All rights reserved.

QUESTIONS:     

· Have you ever heard someone say about another person, “He/she has really gone off the deep end!”? What is their meaning? (The person has taken something in their life to the extreme.)

· What are some of the things people take to the extreme?

· Do people sometimes take living on the wild side to the extreme?

· Is it possible that people sometimes take their religion to the extreme?

SCRIPTURE:
Ecclesiastes 7:
15.  In this meaningless life of mine I have seen both of these: a righteous man perishing in his righteousness, and a wicked man living long in his wickedness.
· What happens to the righteous man in this verse? (Even though he is righteous, he perishes.)

· What happens to the wicked man? (He lives long.)

· What is the meaning of this? (Longevity is not a worthy goal, or reward, for being righteous.)

16.  Do not be overrighteous, neither be overwise-- why destroy yourself?
17.  Do not be overwicked, and do not be a fool-- why die before your time?
· What does verse 16 advise a person to not do? Why?

· What does verse 17 advise a person to not do? Why?

· If we are not supposed to be overrighteous, overwise, overwicked or a fool, what do you suppose we are to be?




18.  It is good to grasp the one and not let go of the other. The man who fears God will avoid all 
[extremes]. {[18] Or <will follow them both>}
· Verse 18 sums up verses 16 and 17. What will the person who truly fears God avoid? (They avoid all extremes...they are not overrighteous, not overwise, not overwicked, and not a fool.)

Wait a minute! Should we not aspire to be righteous?

How is it possible for a person to be “over”righteous? 

How can a person have too much?

If righteousness is measured quantitatively, how can a person be sure to have enough?

How should we measure our righteousness...against others...or God? 

In reality, which do we do?

Could it be the right question is not how much...but rather, what kind?

Consider righteousness from two perspectives:

1. The Human Perspective

2. God’s Perspective

1. The Human Perspective:

Jesus’ comments on the Human Perspective of Righteousness...
Matthew 11:

16. "To what can I compare this generation? They are like children sitting in the marketplaces and calling out to others:

17.  "'We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.'
18. For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, 'He has a demon.'

19.  The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, 'Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and "sinners." 'But wisdom is proved right by her actions."
People who live by human standards of measuring righteousness are rarely satisfied with the results. In verses 16 and 17, Jesus set the stage for His assessment of their standards (paraphrased), “You are like a bunch of little spoiled children with a predisposition to never be satisfied! We play happy music for you...you complain that you don’t want to have fun! So, we played sad music...a funeral song and guess what? You didn’t like that either!”

· What did Jesus say these people thought of John the Baptist who successfully adhered to a very strict standard of righteousness...neither eating nor drinking? (“He has a demon”...he is crazy!) 

· Then, what did Jesus say these same people said about Him? (They didn’t think Jesus was very righteous; they called Him a glutton and a drunkard.)

Can you imagine the absurdity of some religious guys telling others that Jesus...God  incarnate...did not measure up to their standards of righteousness? If this was the case with Jesus, do you suppose there could be religious people today who feel you and I do not measure up to their standards of righteousness?

Jesus warns that Human Righteousness falls short...

Matthew 5:

20.  For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.
· In this excerpt from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, how much of the Pharisee’s type of righteousness did Jesus say would be needed to enter the kingdom of heaven? (...a lot more than these guys will ever have!”)

· The Pharisees had more of their particular brand of righteousness than any other person; yet Jesus said it would take more than these experts would ever have. How can anyone have enough, then?

· Perhaps the key word in understanding what Jesus is saying is the personal pronoun preceding righteousness...your  righteousness versus the righteousness He describes 60 verses later in chapter 6 when He said, “...and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness...” Our righteousness is worthless, regardless of the amount; anything other than God’s righteousness is self-righteousness, and is the same worthless kind as the Pharisees.

The prophet Isaiah gives us a description of the relative worth of our righteousness:

Isaiah  64:

6. All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all shrivel up like a leaf, and like the wind our sins sweep us away.
· What does Isaiah say about the value of human righteousness? 

The Apostle Paul gives us a vivid portrayal of the two kinds of righteousness; the first is that which was credited to his account as a result of his own efforts. He also gives us the appraised value of this righteousness. The second picture is of true righteousness.

Philippians 3:

4. though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more:

5.  circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee;

6.  as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.

7.  But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.

8.  What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ

9.  and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that 
which is through faith in Christ-- the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.
· According to verse 4, how effective was Paul at accumulating human righteousness?

· According to verse 6, how many times did Paul mess up on the “Thou Shalt Not Do These Things” list?

· Are there religious people in churches today who have “Thou Shalt Not Do These Things” lists (that originated from human traditions, not the Bible) to impose on fellow members of their church?

· What was Paul’s “righteous net worth” as a result of these things according to verse 7? (Any profit he thought he had accumulated in this category was actually a loss...a liability...for the sake of Christ.)

· What value did Paul place on these things in verse 8? (He considered them like rubbish.)

· Finally, and most importantly, Paul emphasizes his desire to not have a “filthy rag/rubbish righteousness”...a righteousness of my own, but rather that which comes through faith in Christ-- the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.

The kind of righteousness the Pharisees had...

the kind many religious people have today...

the kind Jesus said will never provide access into the Kingdom of Heaven...

the kind that labeled Jesus a glutton and a drunkard...

the kind that Isaiah said was like filthy rags...

the kind Paul said was rubbish...

the kind to which  the writer of Ecclesiastes assigned the title “overrighteous”...

is often known as “self-righteousness” or “Legalism”, the human form of righteousness in which we measure ourselves against others and compare ourselves with ourselves. It is the kind about which Paul said:
“We do not dare to classify or compare ourselves with some who 

commend themselves. When they measure themselves by themselves 

and compare themselves with themselves, they are not wise. 






2 Corinthians  10:12.
Is your righteousness based on a comparison of yourself to others,


or is yours true righteousness from God through faith in Jesus Christ?
QUESTION: Name one issue about which Christians have been known to become legalistic.

We have seen the dangers in a person’s life of a legalistic righteousness based on man-to-man comparisons and rules. Unfortunately, the impact of legalism is greater than just in the life of the self-righteous person.

SCRIPTURE: 

Matthew 9:
10.  While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew's house, many tax collectors and "sinners" came and 
ate with him and his disciples.

11.  When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, "Why does your teacher eat with tax 
collectors and 'sinners'?"

12.  On hearing this, Jesus said, "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.

13.  But go and learn what this means: 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice.' {[13] Hosea 6:6} For I have not 
come to call the righteous, but sinners."
· In light of the accusations against Jesus by the religious community as well as His own statement of intended purpose, how well was Jesus impressing the Pharisees with His righteousness?

· Was Jesus unwilling to “take a stand” on some of the debated issues of moral purity?

· On the other hand, do you think Jesus was “overwicked”? (No.)

· According to verses 12 and 13, why do you think Jesus took the position He did...what (who) was His greatest concern? (His goal was to reach the sinners...not the righteous.)

· How effective do you think the Pharisees were at communicating God’s love and redemption to the tax collectors and sinners”? Why?

1 Corinthians 9:
19. Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible.

20.  To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law.

21.  To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from 
God's law but am under Christ's law), so as to win those not having the law.

22.  To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all 
possible means I might save some.

23.  I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.
· Paul said in verse 19, “Though I am free...I make myself a slave...to win as many as possible.” Generally, Paul was saying he was not “enslaved” to any other person, to live his life according to any man’s rules or standards of righteousness. There was, however, one criterion of Paul’s that took precedence over the “Righteousness-through-keeping-the-rules” standard of measurement...to win as many as possible. Then in verses 20-23, he explains his criterion, beginning with the “overrighteous”.
· What is Paul willing to do in verse 20 to “win” the person who measures righteousness by keeping rules? (Paul said he would be like them if that was needed to win them.)
· What did Paul say he would do in verse 21 to “win” the person who could care less about keeping rules? (He would be like them if it was necessary to win them.)
· What was Paul willing to do to “win” the weak? (The weak person was the one who was “offended” if they saw someone else doing something they considered a sin. Paul said he was willing to refrain from doing the things the weak person thought was sin if necessary to “win” them.)
· How did Paul view Keeping the rules of the Self-righteous? (He set rules aside so they didn’t interfere with winning others to Christ. The only time he endorsed legalism was when he was trying to win a legalistic person to Christ.)

No one would like to be forced to make the following choice, but suppose you were faced with the decision of your actions being determined by a person you were trying to win to Christ or a person in your church who might be offended by your being like the one you wanted to win to Christ: Which would you choose? 

Luke  15:
1. Now the tax collectors and "sinners" were all gathering around to hear him.

2.  But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, "This man welcomes sinners and eats with them."

3.  Then Jesus told them this parable:

4.  "Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?

5.  And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders

6.  and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.'

7.  I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.
· Who was gathering around Jesus in verse 1? 

· Who was complaining in verse 2 and why?

· Which of the two groups would we label today as “religious” people?

· Which would we refer to as the “non-religious” group today?

· Jesus then tells a parable to address the issue raised by the religious complainers. If a shepherd loses one sheep out of a flock of 100, what did Jesus say he would do?

· Who did the 99 represent? Who did the one lost sheep represent?

· What is the response in heaven when this lost sheep is found?

· Which obviously concerned Jesus the most...not offending the self-righteous or reaching the lost?

· On the basis of this parable, which should we defer to if necessary? (The person we are trying to win more than the “easily offended” weaker brother in our church.)

· In reality, however, who demands we please them more? (The self-righteous weaker brother.)

How do you think some people would respond if their church’s strategy 

was changed more to reach “sinners outside” than cater to them? 

Was Jesus  aware this could happen one day...perhaps even now?

(If time permits, continue in Luke 15, reading verses 11-32, the parable of the Prodigal Son.)

· Who would the prodigal son represent in our world today?

· Who would his older brother represent?

· Which one probably considers himself to be more righteous?

· Which one became upset with his father? Why?

Can we become so enthralled in trying to be righteous in the eyes of our religious community that we are blinded to, and isolated from, the very ones God wants us to reconcile to Him?

Synopsis of Acts 10: God wants to reconcile a man to Himself, Cornelius. God wants to use Peter to tell Cornelius the gospel of Jesus Christ. PROBLEM: Cornelius is a Gentile; Peter is a Jew who believes it a sin to be with a Gentile because they are defiled by their diet. God speaks to Peter through a dream telling him to eat the same things Gentiles eat, preparing him for his mission to tell a Gentile about Jesus Christ; Peter said, in effect, “No way, Lord! I wouldn’t touch the stuff! Why, I’d be kicked off the Deacon Board if anyone found out!” God persists; Peter goes with Cornelius’ men to see him. Peter completes the mission God has for him; Cornelius and his close friends and relatives hear the message of Jesus Christ through Peter, receive forgiveness of their sins, are baptized and receive God’s Holy Spirit. A great mission...a tremendous success, right? Not in Jerusalem. How did the Jewish believers respond to Peter in 11:1-3? 

Acts  11:
1. The apostles and the brothers throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles also had received the 
word of God.

2.  So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized him

3.  and said, "You went into the house of uncircumcised men and ate with them."
· But! The objection was resolved in ACTS 11:18; do you think this was the end of the Reign of Self-righteousness and Legalism?  

Galatians   2:
11. When Peter came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was clearly in the wrong.

12.  Before certain men came from James, he used to eat with theGentiles. But when they arrived, 
he began to draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who belonged to the circumcision group.

13.  The other Jews joined him in his hypocrisy, so that by their hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray.
· Peter...the same great man God prepared through a special dream to reach the Gentiles with the Gospel of Jesus Christ: what did Paul chide him for when he arrived in Antioch?

· Who was Peter obviously the most concerned about in verse 12? (The “weaker brothers” who felt it was wrong to eat and drink with the Gentiles?)

· How did the legalistic weaker brother effect Peter’s behavior?

· What did Paul call this behavior in verse 13? (Hypocrisy.)

Colossians   2:
20.  Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules:

21.  "Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!"?

22.  These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on human commands and teachings.

23.  Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.
· What did Paul call the principles in verse 20? (Basic principles of this world.)

· How should we relate to these principles according to verse 20? (We have died with Christ to them.)

Paul said, “If you are dead to the ‘do not’ principles of achieving righteousness, 

then why do you still submit to them?” (Are we dead to the “do not” principles?)
· What did Paul say (v.22) would happen to these human principles of achieving righteousness? Why?

· According to verse 23, why do these principles attract such a large following? 

· What three things did Paul say gives these regulations an appearance of wisdom?

1. Self-imposed worship. 2. False humility. 3. Harsh treatment of the body.

· What do you think each of these mean? Do we see evidences of any of these in religious people today?

· What does Paul say (v.22) will happen to these principles based on human commands and teachings?

· What did Paul say in verse 23 was the weakness of this form of righteousness? 

BOTTOM LINE:
· Self-righteousness and legalism are counter-productive to true righteousness; as we become better and better at keeping all the right rules, we deceive ourselves into thinking we are not sinning; if we think we are not sinning, we become less and less aware of our need for our Savior, Jesus Christ, to pay for our sins...the only way to true righteousness; subconsciously, we begin to trust more and more in our ability to keep the rules and less and less in His sacrifice for us.  

· In addition to the destructive role in our own life, we begin to associate more and more with those who practice their righteousness the way we do...The 99 Group...and less and less time with the ones God sent us to reach and disciple...The Ones Outside. What kind of righteousness do you have?

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
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