“Alone at the Top” (Ecclesiastes 4:4-16)

Karoshi is a Japanese word which means “death from ovétrivdhe syndrome is now so common in
Japan that it claims as many as 30,000 victims gaah Its increase has caused such concern tat si
1990, the Japanese government has been forcedvidgrestitution tdaroshi widows! As Americans,
we hear this and we think to ourselves, “That'zgr&Vhat are these poor people thinking?” Yetrad
while many of us are working ourselves to deatteeiliterally or figuratively. The question is, ‘Wy?”
What is driving us to work so hard and so long? @atural temptation may be to claim, “I work hardia
long to glorify God.” This may be true, but | wouddggest for most of us it is only partially trifehe
truth be known, many of us are working hard to blittne corporate ladder, to impress our boss, td mee
our own expectations, and to make more money. Hewsvorking long and hard for these reasons can
lead to bitter disappointment and possibly evereapture death. If you don't believe me, just dmk t
Japanese people.

Fortunately, Solomon has a solution for us. In Hcét16, he encourages usaork smarter not harder
and longer. How do wework smarter not harder? Wework smarter not harder by making three specific
choices.

1. Choose contentment over achieveme(#:4-6). When | was growing, up my dad would always tell
me, “Moderation in everything.” Solomon impartsstsame truth in these first three verses. He dissus
the workaholic, the lazy sluggard, and then strtkesbiblical balance between these two extrenme4:4
he writes,l have seen that every labor and every skiflwhich is done is the result of rivalry between
a man and his neighbor. This too is vanity and stving after wind.”* Solomon once again observes
life. He is a student of human nature and activityhis “people watching,” Solomon discovers that
people compete with one another in everything. tWadold use of the word “every” undoubtedly means
every type of labor and achievement rather thanyawelividual instance of these things. The pot i
much achievement is the result of a desire to persar over others. We live in a constant state of
competition. Research indicates that nine outmbffice workers suffer from “professional envy” of
colleagues they perceive to have more glamorobeter paid job8 What drives many people is to
climb the corporate ladder and outdo others.

This quest to get ahead is also true in other arkasr lives. We want to be more successful than o
neighbors and friends. The clothes that you're imgaiight now, you’re not wearing because you nelede
them but because you wanted others to see yoemn.thiou didn’t purchase that new car because you
needed a car; you purchased that car because ygadv@ be seen in that vehicle. Solomon is saying
that we all want to be noticed and we want to leefticus of attention. Therefore, we envy one amothe
and compete with one another. Whether we carertotatdor not rivalry is a driving force in all afs.

Some of us realize the evils of envy and rivalrgl determine that we will be different. We don't wam
be the kind of people who step on everyone elssuortlimb to the top so we drop out of any compait
endeavor. Yet, this is a dangerous extreme as’wel.5, Solomon shares a provérﬂ':he fool folds

his hands and consumefit. “eats”] his own flesh.” The language of this verse means lazy people
eventually make cannibals of themselv@hey will kill themselves with starvation. Of caer, Solomon
is being sarcastic and he is using hyperbole. Hekethe lazy! Since they do not raise any cropsy th
must eat their own flesh.

In the 1960s, one generation got sick of the afiteeof the 1950s. So this group bailed out andneédi
the title of “flower children.” Everybody gave umaition and the drive for financial success. Thaty |
their hair grow long, quit bathing, and just sattla grass and hummé&bviously, this is not the way to
accomplish God’s purposes in the world. | wouldedsaty this is sheer laziness and foolishness.



Reflecting on foolishness, please give carefuhtitta to the word “fool” in 4:5. When we read thend
“fool” in the Bible, it is natural to assume thhetterm means “idiot” or “buffoon.” After all, this what

our English word “fool” means. Yet, the biblical aréng of this word means something far worse. A foo
is someone who denies God, scoffs at wisdom, arghkaat eternity. Foolishness is a theologicalcgtan

a show of contempt for God'’s laW.

God intends for mankind to work, particularly theucch. This is why our church emphasizes the
importance of a godly work ethic. We believe thargone who is physically, mentally, and emotiopall
able should work. Paul said it best when he wrottaé church at Thessalonica, “If anyone will nairky
neither let him eat” (2 Thess 3:10). Elsewhere/ Baid, “Whatever you do, do your work heartilyfas
the Lord rather than for men” (Col 3:23). The Bildelear that we are to represent Christ in outkwo

One day a mother walked in on her six-year-oldawhfound him sobbing. What's the matter?” she
asks. The boy replied, “I've just figured out hawtie my shoes.” “Well, honey, that’s wonderful. Yiee
growing up, but why are you crying?” “Because, dag's, “Now I'll have to do it every day for the re$
my life.”** Maybe you feel like this six-year-old boy. You#estay-at-home mom and you've recognized
that you're going to be doing the same tasks faatwihay seem the rest of your life. Perhaps you \a@ork
monotonous job, day in and day out, and it killa yo know that you may be working this job for tiest

of your life. God wants you to know that there ligrg in the grind. Shrug off laziness. Work likedtry is
your last day of work, for it just might bé/ork smarter not harder.

Solomon now strikes a balance between workaholistinaziness. His solution in 4:6 I©ne hand full
of rest is better than two fists full of labor andstriving after wind.” At first glance, it seems 4.6
contradicts 4:5; however, we must recognize théilike 4:5 is a proverlf. The comparison is between
anything with rest and anything with wotkThis is not an argument in favor of laziness boakfor
balanced living’ Blessed are the balanced! The wise person redliaésome things matter more than
other things, that your career is not the meastiyeur self-worth, that having more money can’tlese
the joy of spending time with people you love. Gmtinent means that you have everything you need
right now. If you needed more, God would give iyt Solomon is saying, “Rather than grasping for
so much that you have to be a workaholic to gdieitcontent with less. It is better to have leskemjoy

it more.” Our problem is not the high cost of ligirit is the cost of high living. We want far toaunh.
The cure is contentment, being willing to settleléss materially if it means we can have somet."res

A new store opened at Minnesota’s Mall of Ameria]edMinneNAPalis. It rents comfy spots where
weary shoppers can take naps for seventy centatenilhe new store includes themed rooms such as
Asian Mist, Tropical Isle, and Deep Space, andithlls are thick enough to drown out the sounds of
squealing children outside. The company’s websites s‘Escape the pressures of the real world hreo t
pleasures of an ideal one.” Some guests will watisten to music, put their feet up, watch theexat
trickling in the beautiful stone waterfall, breafihehe positive-ionization-filtered air, enjoy thdl-body
massager, and just take an enjoyable escape ffashpaced lifestyl¥.

Do you ever get tired of running in the rat raceevehonly the rats win? A sign by the roadside edrri

this message: “I'm getting sick of the rat racee Tats keep getting bigger and faster.” How muchemo
could we enjoy life if we were content with whaethord has given us? How many families would cease
to be divided and destroyed if parents stoppedkbrgdheir necks to give their kids a better lifian they
had? Let me close this section by giving you 4:thaKeith Krell Translation: “Rather than puttitvgo
hands in for eighty hours a week, why don’t youipubrty hours with one hand and with the other ea
some bubble gum ice creamNork smarter not harder.

[Not only must we choose contentment over achievmeée must also...]



2. Choose relationships over riche§l:7-12).These verses remind us that people should be muityr

If you are too busy for the people in your lifetthaatter most, you are too busy. In 4:7-8 Solomaitew,
“Then | looked again at vanity under the sun. Therewas a certain man without a dependent,
having neither a son nor a brother, yet there wasmend to all his labor. Indeed, his eyes were not
satisfied with riches and he never asked, ‘And fowhom am | laboring and depriving myself of
pleasure?’ This too is vanity and it is a grievousask.” Do you know anyone like this? Of course you
do! With that person in mind, I'd like to descrithés person. This man believes in the value of kartk
and the inherent dignity of a job well done. He'slably married and has at least three childrenseho
picture he carries in his wallet. He loves his veifel thinks about her more than she knows. Its Ira
works long hours—often he’s gone by six in the nmigrand doesn’t come home until after seven at
night. The pressures at work are so enormoustttetas him an hour or two to unwind, so he doesn't
spend much time talking in the evening. He's sedtithat it's all he can do to read the paper, watch
little television, and then go wearily to bed. Hisod pressure is too high, he knows he needsdrise,
his diet isn’t the best, and sometimes he’s irtéamd snaps at his family—and regrets it latés.titie
that he works seventy hours a week, but he do#snk of himself as a workaholic. He simply lovds h
job—and he’s good at it. And thankfully, he is atddoring home a nice paycheck and provide good
things for his family. One of these days he plansléw down and smell the coffee—but not today. He
gulps his coffee and heads for the door befordahisly knows he’s gone. One evening he comes home
and his family is not there. While he was at wahig kids grew up, his wife went back to college and
found a career of her own, his children moved anti now the house is empty. He can't believe ie Th
Board of Directors just named him CEO. Now thereisone to share the good news with. He made it to
the top—aloné®

Even if you are not a successful, high-powered GEQ,can probably relate to this man. It is so dasy
become consumed with work. We all tend to suffemfthe hurry syndrome. We are busy people...so
busy that sometimes we miss the significant peogl in front of us. How many mothers and fathers
have shortchanged their children for $10,000 or,(BZDextra a year? How many young consultants make
great money but don't have friends because thegltevery week? How many wealthy people have
accumulated huge nest eggs but no friehd3@ you have anyone to enjoy life with? Are youinakthe

time to smell the coffee? Are you truly enjoyinguyehildren? Do you have any trusted friends?

The need to have someone to enjoy life with pror§plemon to touch on friendship and community. In
4:9-12, he lists several benefits of friendship.

* Friends bring about good resultsin labor (4:9). Solomon writes;Two are better than one
because they have a good return for their labor.Relationships grow out of shared work
whether it is yard work, mission trips, servicejpots, or local church ministry. Two human
souls combine their strength, creativity, talent] ambition. There is something special about
working together with at least one other persorerélis a bond that takes place when people
work or serve together. Who are you currently waogkivith or serving with®ork smarter not
harder.

» Friends pick up one another in trouble (4:10). Solomon writes,For if either of them falls, the
one will lift up his companion. But woe to the onevho falls when there is not another to lift
him up.” America is the land of the lonely. We cultivatedtiness in our culture. We take pride
in being independent and alone. We even have abBxidn of Independence. Men especially are
raised with this sort of macho attitude. Yet, emggn need other men. This is why | meet with
two weekly men’s groups. In these two groups weehagrned a number of truths about
community: (1) relationships are valuable, (2) veedto trust one another, (3) real men share
their feelings, (4) real men need accountabilihg é) real men need to learn from one another.
Who are you currently encouraging and investing/iloPk smarter not harder.



e Friends warm one another in a cold world (4:11). Solomon writes;Furthermore, if two lie
down together they keep warm, but how can one be wa alone?” If you are married, does
your spouse have cold feet? My wife, Lori, has ptdat. One of my most difficult acts of
service is to allow her to warm her feet on mesTihisheer unconditionagape love on my part.
Of course, you may not be the sacrificial servhat t am, so you adjust the temperature on your
waterbed or electric blanket. However, in Solomdimse, cold was a much more serious issue.
When forced to sleep in the open, or even in a teatmore bodies that huddled together, the
warmer all would be. So Solomon says that two attebthan one in staying warfhTake two
coals, heat them up and then separate them anchappéns. Their heat will be extinguished.
They cannot generate sufficient heat when thewkarge. That is why it is so important for the
church to meet together. We come together to ceebtnfire of fellowship that we might set one
another aflame with a zeal for serving the LordwBo are you currently showing Christian love
to? Work smarter not harder.

* Friends hold up one another in adversity (4:12). Solomon closes his thoughts in this section
with these words'And if one can overpower him who is alone, two aaresist him. A cord of
three strands is not quickly torn apart.” We need other people to give us strength in thestmid
of persecution and hardship. “A cord of three stsais not quickly torn apart” was a proverbial
way of saying “there is strength in numbefsWe all face trials and tests of our faith. If you
have no one to walk through these dark times with Yife will seem utterly impossible. Again,
this is why involvement in a local church is so orant. Are you currently bearing someone
else’s burdens@ork smarter not harder.

[We must choose contentment over achievement datioreships over riches. Solomon now concludes
by urging us to...]

3. Choose influence over popularity4:13-16).In this four verse parable, Solomon reminds us that
popularity is fleeting; therefore, we are bettechmose influence over popularity. The story gdes |
this: “A poor yet wise lad is better than an old and foash king who no longer knows how to receive
instruction. For he has come out of prison to becoenking, even though he was born poor in his
kingdom. | have seen all the living under the surhirong to the side of the second lad who replaces
him. There is no end to all the people, to all whwere before them, and even the ones who will come
later will not be happy with him, for this too is vanity and striving after wind” (4:13-16). What is in
view in this parable is a succession of kings, nonghom fully satisfies the populace. The pointhiat
even though a young man may rise from the bottosooifety to the top, not everyone will accept or
appreciate him. Therefore, since it is impossibladhieve full acceptance it is foolish to spend’'siife
seeking advancement and popularity. It is bettstayg poor and wise. From this unimpressive pasitio
may be possible to influence more people than yeu #hought possible. Influence must always trump
popularity because popularity is temporal.

If we are honest with ourselves, we will acknowledigat life at the top is fleeting. Our attentigras is
short, our memories nonexistent, and our only djoess, “What have you done for me lately?”
Presidents and prime ministers may have extremglydpproval ratings for a while, but they dontla
Just ask President Bush. If the 18-0 Patriotstoday, their quarterback, Tom Brady, who is onthef
greatest players in NFL history, will be a goatrriRer Dallas Cowboy quarterback, Don Meredith, used
to say about quarterbacks, “Today you are in tighmeise. Tomorrow you're in the outhou$eWhat is
true of quarterbacks is also true of pastors, stat&ers, teachers, and small business owners.|&dgu
doesn't last. Today's heroes are tomorrow bumsoBecpresident of the Rotary Club or PTA. Get
elected chairman of your Homeowners Associations’lYbe doing great if more than half the people
still like you when you're done.



Today is Super Bowl Sunday. Winning the Super Biewhe professional dream of every NFL player. It
isn’t the money they make; a winner’'s earnings faBuper Bowl appearance amount to less than a full
game'’s check for the average NFL player. It ism& Vince Lombardi trophy, which they don't get to
take home. It's the fame, the respect, that momkestipreme glory. The players do receive a ring, an
the Super Bowl ring is perhaps the most covetezkmf the world of sports—on par with an Olympic
gold medal. But even such a ring may not last. [zh&/aters of the Dallas Cowboys found that out mhe
his five Super Bowl rings were stolen from the closet mtome. Joe Gilliam won two Super Bowl rings
as a member of the 1974 and 1975 Pittsburgh Ssedler he pawned them off for a few dollars after
being caught in a vicious cycle of drug addictiod Aiomelessness. Another former Steeler, Rocky
Bleier, sold his four rings to cover divorce anakraptcy proceedings. The Cowboys' Thomas
Henderson had his Super Bowl XII ring seized to ppagk taxes. Former Raiders All-Pro cornerback
Lester Hayes sold his to pay for dental work. Meyddorris of the Miami Dolphins sold his ring toisa
money to clear his name during a drug-traffickiage

That ring, symbolic of months and years of hardkn@powned by a season at the top, is as fleetinbeas
glory it supposedly stands for. The hype may betspelar, the TV ratings may be the biggest of the
year, the commercial time a cost of millions...bw tiory is fool's gold. Its luster is quickly tashied.
As Houston sports writer Steve Campbell puts itné®f the dirty secrets about the Super Bowl is tha
the winner’s high often has less of a shelf lifartta container of cottage chee$e.”

Achievement, riches, and popularity can all expinaus like cottage cheese. These three pursuitoare
temporary. In the end they anebel—breath, vapor, mist, and utter futility. Sork smarter not harder.
Just trust God, love people, and enjoy life.
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Scripture References
Ecclesiastes 4:4-16
Ecclesiastes 1:14; 2:21
Proverbs 15:16-17; 16:8
Proverbs 27:20
Genesis 41:41-43
Ephesians 2:13-22
Colossians 1:13-14

Study Questions

1.

How have | been guilty of rivalry and jealousy ainkw (4:4)? Why do | want so desperately to advance
professionally and financially? What am | hopingatdieve? How has this pursuit wearied me and
disappointed me? How can | discoverer a happy methetween workaholism and laziness (4:5-6)?

To what extent am | working without pleasure (4)?-Blow can | learn to enjoy what | do? Have | pthself-
imposed requirements on myself that make it difficufind fulfillment in my work? Am | guilty of siving for
more “things” at the expense of my family, frienead church? How can | adjust my priorities to dreteflect
eternal goals?

In my work environment, am | a team player (4:921Pp | cooperate with coworkers to help them inrtjud?
Can | honestly say that | want the success of stimare than | want my own success? Do | seek te hav
meaningful relationships with others? Who am | ently investing my time and energy in?

Why do | yearn for position and prestige when biggtize that it is so temporal (4:13-16)? How caitér my
mindset so that | focus on making the most ofdifiethis earth? How can | also store up treasurenfaelf in
eternity? Read Matthew 6:19-21 and 1 Corinthiad9-35.

What role do Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:33-34 ptajiélping me to balance every area of my life? Haw |
put God'’s kingdom first in my marriage, family, vkpand church?
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