Life Group Discussion Guide




Life Group Series

Our desire is to collectively cultivate greater wisdom amongst ourselves as we mature in
Christ together. We do that gradually, week by week. It happens as we reflect on teaching,
change our minds on topics and start to put things into practice. This booklet is designed to
help that process.

Here are the topics that we will cover each week, and the corresponding passages to read.
They are all things that, according to God’s Word, are like vapour / eventually go pop. The
aim of this series, along with these discussions, is to consider how we can learn to live in
light of that fact. That's the kind of wisdom this book wants us to cultivate.

Week 1 (Life Goes Pop!)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 1:1-3; 3:1-9, 12:8-14

Week 2 (Pursuit of Pleasure)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 2:1-11, 7:1-6

Week 3 (Striving for Wisdom)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 1:12-18, 2:12-17, 7-8:1, 9:13-10:4

Week 4 (Making Poverty History)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 4:1-3, 5:8-18, 8:2-15

Week 5 (Finding the Perfect Job)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 2:12-3:13, 5:19-6:12

Week 6 (Searching for your Soulmate)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 4:7-16, 7:25-29, 8:16-9:10

Week 7 (Getting Rich)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 5:8-6:12

Week 8 (Position & Power)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 8:2-9, 10:5-20

Week 9 (Trying Hard to be Perfect)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 7:15-24, 8:10-9:12

Week 10 (Getting Old Gracefully)
Key passages: Ecclesiastes 11:9-12:7



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Rather than using separate questions for each week, we want to treat these ten weeks as a
continuous exploration of the overall question: how do we live wisely when life goes pop? So
we are going to use these four questions to help us keep returning to the key areas, and
focus our conversations. They hopefully will move us from openness to learning —
exposing misplaced confidence — recognising what cannot be changed — deciding
to live more wisely.

Approach

Growing in wisdom doesn’t simply require an open mind, it requires a humble mind. We are
called to fear God and keep His commandments (12:13). The Teacher in Ecclesiastes will
say many things that initially discomfort us (12:11), but are ultimately meant to delight us
(12:10). So we want to start reading this section with an openness to what he says, even if it
means changing our minds or our behaviours.

As we come to read this passage, what one thing that is currently on your mind might
be distracting you from hearing what The Teacher has to say? (saying it out loud might
help to remove that distraction for now)

Bubble

The Teacher in Ecclesiastes keeps repeating that many things are ‘hevel’, which means they
are like vapour or mist, or bubbles (vanity/futile/meaningless in our translations). He’s saying
that they’re not as permanent, solid or consequential as we sometimes think they are.

What does this passage reveal to be less solid, controllable or satisfying than we
might foolishly think? What does that do to our expectations about life?

Concrete

There are some things that the Teacher says are fixed and permanent, no matter how hard
we try to change them (e.g. time, loss, repetition, death, God’s judgement).

What does this passage say is a concrete reality that it’s wise to acknowledge, rather
than deny?

Difference

Growing in wisdom and maturity involves practice/training in figuring out what's good and
what’s not in the lives we're living (Hebrews 5:14). So this question is designed to help us
keep coming back to the practical difference the teaching of Ecclesiastes should be having
in our lives.

If you learn this wisdom from Ecclesiastes, what would you do differently? What
might you enjoy more, start accepting, stop grasping at, no longer fear, or act upon?



Key ideas in Ecclesiastes

Hevel (720)=

The literal meaning of this word is ‘mist, wisp of smoke, vapour’. And it is used around 38
times in Ecclesiastes as a prominent metaphor for what the Teacher has discovered about
many aspects of life. Most English translation committees have chosen to use one English
concept to represent this word throughout the book, e.g. futile, vanity, meaningless.

It is an understandable, pragmatic decision, but a number of commentators have suggested
this isn’t always helpful for closer Bible study. The danger is that it loses sight of the
immediate context, and imposes an interpretation on the passage. So when you come to
attempt a deeper study of a passage where this word is used, consider using the literal
sense (vapour) and try to discern why the Teacher is concluding that his subject is like
‘vapour / mist’ in that particular instance.

For our preaching series we have chosen to introduce the imagery of bubbles. Not because
that's the literal meaning of hevel, but it helps us to imaginatively engage with the idea.
Bubbles can be beautiful and ugly, full of life-giving air or toxic gas. They can be big or small.
Some are complex and others simple. They reflect light but often give a distorted view of the
world behind them. But they are all fragile, blown around by unpredictable winds and
eventually go pop.

As the commentator Seow puts it, the word hevel throughout Ecclesiastes regularly
describes: ‘anything that is superficial, ephemeral, insubstantial, incomprehensible,
enigmatic, inconsistent, or contradictory... cannot be grasped or controlled’

We think bubbles communicate these ideas quite effectively and might be a helpful way to
illustrate how ‘everything is vapour’ (Ecclesiastes 1:2).

P.s. ‘Hevel’ is the name of Adam and Eve’s second son, who offered a good offering to God
and was Killed suddenly by his brother. This is worth reflecting on when you read through the
book.

Concrete realities and sharp edges &

Because The Teacher starts with the statement ‘all is vapour’, it's easy to conclude that he
sees absolutely everything as transient and unknowable. But if you keep reading you'll
discover there are a number of things that he regards as absolutely certain.

These include:
- The God of Israel (& King David) being the true God
- God being the giver of all good gifts
- God being the ultimate judge of all things at the right time

In our preaching series we are using the metaphor that these are like concrete surfaces or
sharp edges that eventually pop the bubbles of life and circumstance.



Under the Sun

Some have concluded this means ‘in a world with no god’. That’'s not a good interpretation.
The Teacher is not trying to imagine a life without god.

It is likely a much simpler reference to living in a world where the sun rises in the morning
and sets in the evening in an incredibly predictable pattern (1:5). The world that we all live in.

Toil & Gain & (Get, Achieve, Impress, kNow)

The first question in Ecclesiastes is ‘what does man gain by all the toil at which he toils
under the sun?’

This is arguably the main question of the whole book, and touches deeply on a question in
every human heart: What will make my life worth living? What do | need to achieve before |
die? Will anything | do matter? What more can | get out of life to make it mean something?
These thoughts nag our souls and drive much of our activity.

Reading Ecclesiastes will give you insight to the discoveries of a man who had potential to
‘gain’ more than most of us ever will (he has a book in the Bible that we read thousands of
years later!) and allow us to consider whether we are approaching things in the right way.

Enjoyment =

The Teacher is not a cynic. He regularly encourages enjoyment of things now, rather than
postponing happiness until a later date*.

Look out for the numerous recommendations to sit down and thankfully be happy that this
moment exists, food tastes good and the company of others is great.

Jamieson: “Food is God'’s love made nutritious and delicious”

Sending bread on the waters T &

11:1 ‘Send your bread on the surface of the water, for after many days you may find it.’

This command may sound a bit random and confusing in isolation, but it actually acts as a
summarising principle or approach to life that The Teacher sees as most wise. So it is worth
wrestling with over and over again as you read through the book.

Rather than waiting until chapter 11 to make sense of it, try to keep this idea in mind
wherever you are reading in the book. Each scenario The Teacher explores or discovery he
makes can usually lead to the general application, to ‘cast your bread on the waters’.

What this looks like in your life will constantly differ and your growth in wisdom will be
connected to your ability to discern how to put it into practice®.

42:24,3:13, 8:15, 9:7-10, 11:7
5 Enns: “You cannot take it with you, so give liberally without thought to what may happen’
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