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AFTER he won his third Super Bowl,
Tom Brady was interviewed by
a TV channel, and in an incredibly candid
moment, he told the guy interviewing

him, “There's got to be more to life than
this. Isn't there?” Here is one of the most
gifted, famous, and affluent athletes of
our time, and he was still unsatisfied after
winning three Super Bowls. Other rich

and famous people have faced the same
problem- a famous fashion model was
once interviewed after winning a contest
with ten thousand other women to have
her image splashed across the cover of
many magazines, which made her rich

and hugely famous. A year later, she said

| finally achieved my biggest dream, the
dream | always wanted, but when | finally
got there, it wasn't all | thought it would
be. You finally did it, you got the promo-
tion, secured the race, finished the project,
or leveled up in your career; it's a wonder-
ful feeling of accomplishment, but then
you come down from that high, and reality
starts to sink in. Where do you go from
here? You have experienced a rival fallacy.
The illusion that once we make it, once

we attain our goal, we will reach lasting
happiness, but it's nowhere near as large
or permanent as we have envisioned.
Psychologist Dr. Ben Sherer said, “A rival
fallacy is the reason some Hollywood stars
struggle with mental health issues and
substance abuse later in life.” These indi-
viduals start out unhappy, but they say to
themselves- It's ok because when | make
it, then | will be happy. But then they make
it, and while they may feel briefly fulfilled,
the feeling doesn't last. This time, they

are unhappy, but more than that, they are
unhappy without hope, because before,
they lived under the illusion that once they
made it, they would be happy. It's not just
the rich and famous who are struggling
with the rival fallacy; the average person
appears to be equally struggling to find
fulfillment in life.

We've all been told that if we worked
more and got the next raise, we would be
satisfied, but we weren’t. We are told that
if we buy that new product, we will find
fulfillment, so we buy it, only to discover
that the buzz wears off and we are still un-
fulfilled. We think that if we change jobs or
move to another place, we will find happi-
ness, but we disrupt our families and make
those changes only to realize a year or two
later that the new job is really just like the
old job, and the weather in the new place
has more downsides than we realized.

The teacher in the book of Ecclesiastes
argues that, at least on the surface, life
can be very much like a dead-end street-
a road that leads to nowhere, and this is
the reality that he found as he tried to
find fulfillment. There is something within
all of humanity that pushes them to seek
meaning and purpose, yet they can't seem
to find it. We all need a reason to live, a
reason to get up and keep going, and that
was true of this writer as well. At the end
of chapter one and then chapter two, the
teacher picks three of the most common
ways people use to find fulfillment, and
then he runs after them as hard as he can.
Ecclesiastes 1:16-18 says, “I said to my-
self, 'Look, | have increased in wisdom
more than anyone who has ruled over
Jerusalem before me; | have experienced
much of wisdom and knowledge.’ Then

| applied myself to the understanding of
wisdom, and also of madness and folly,
but | learned that this, too, is chasing after
the wind. For with much wisdom comes
much sorrow; the more knowledge, the
more grief.” The teacher argues that he
gave himself over to the development of
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his mind. Wisdom means foundation-
al knowledge about life and how it all
works and fits together. And if he had
lived as we live during a time with an
explosion of knowledge, he might
have become the ultimate academic.
We are the most educated people in
human history. Every year in America,
we graduate thousands of Master's
degrees, medical degrees, law de-
grees, and PhDs. As a society, we
pride ourselves on being smart and
getting smarter all the time. Being
educated and becoming intellectu-
ally competent are not bad things at
all, but if we think that gaining more
knowledge and leveraging our intel-
lectual prowess will give us a lasting
sense of fulfillment, well, then think
again. Our minds are gifts from God,
but they are limited, and relying too
much on our intellect alone is fleeting
and chasing after the wind. As the
teacher said in verse 18, “For with
much wisdom comes much sorrow;
the more knowledge, the more grief.”
So, the teacher warns us against
relying too much on our intelligence.
He says we can't use our education
to find the road to fulfillment. He is
telling us that tying our identity to
our intellect will lead us to the end of
the road. At some point, you will be
bitterly disappointed; in the end, you
will only find frustration.

“I said to myself, ‘Come now, | will
test you with pleasure to find out

what is good.’ But that also proved
to be meaningless. ‘Laughter,’ | said,
'is madness. And what does pleasure
accomplish?’ | tried cheering myself
with wine and embracing folly—my
mind still guiding me with wisdom.

| wanted to see what was good for
people to do under the heavens
during the few days of their lives.”
(Ecclesiastes 2:1-3). Since intellectual-
ism couldn’t deliver, the teacher tries
hedonism.

Hedonism is a fancy word for plea-
sure, and the teacher gave himself

to it. In the first part of chapter 2, he
says, "l thought in my heart- come
now, | will test you with pleasure to
find out what is good.” In verse 8,

he says, “I acquired male and female
singers, and a harem as well—the
delights of a man'’s heart.” And then
in verse 10, he says, “I denied myself
nothing my eyes desired; | refused my
heart no pleasure.” The context here
indicates that he is talking about sex-
ual pleasure. If the teacher is indeed
Solomon, there is a good description
of his life in 1 Kings chapter 11. We're
told that he had 700 wives and 300
concubines. But the teacher says that
all the sexual exploits never satisfied
him, and as he says in verse 1, that
also proved to be fleeting. His expe-
rience here is extremely relevant to
modern culture right now- we live in
a society that is always sexually stim-
ulated. We are bombarded by sexual
imagery on TV, the internet, and in
magazines. We face that because lots
of people are looking for their ulti-
mate fulfillment in sexual pleasure.
But the unending pursuit of sexual
pleasure leads to loss, not fulfillment.
Intellectualism was not the answer,
and hedonism couldn’t provide the
lasting satisfaction, so the teacher
decided to pursue materialism next.
"l undertook great projects: | built
houses for myself and planted vine-
yards. | made gardens and parks and
planted all kinds of fruit trees in them.
| made reservoirs to water groves of
flourishing trees. | bought male and
female slaves and had other enslaved
people who were born in my house.

| also owned more herds and flocks
than anyone in Jerusalem before me.
| amassed silver and gold for myself,
and the treasure of kings and prov-
inces.” (Ecclesiastes 2:4-8). The teach-
er says he built and bought more
stuff than anyone else. He had more
homes and cars and computers than
anyone else around him; he had it all
and even more, but it wasn't enough
to satisfy his heart. As he concludes
in verse 11 of chapter 2, "Yet when |
surveyed all that my hands had done
and what | had toiled to achieve, ev-
erything was meaningless, a chasing
after the wind; nothing was gained

under the sun.”

You might read this, and you are think-
ing, “Hey, wait a minute, that is not true-
| just got my new smartphone, and | can
download all my music on it. | got a lot
of satisfaction and fulfillment from that.”
Yes, we are all the same. We like buying
the new stuff, whether it's clothes, cars,
or computers, but the reality is that
consuming material stuff is like drinking
a cup of Starbucks- it gives you a jolt,
but after a few hours, it all wears off. All
of our education and affluence, sexual
expression, and recreation can't meet
the deepest desires of our hearts. And
as we continually run after all that stuff,
we are discovering exactly what the
teacher wrote about over 2500 years
ago- meaningless, meaningless, every-
thing is meaningless.

But there is Good News at the end of all
this discussion. The teacher points us to
a better place; he wraps up this section
of his book by pointing us to what can
give life meaning. He writes in chap-

ter 2:24-26, "A person can do nothing
better than to eat and drink and find
satisfaction in their own toil. This, too, |
see, is from the hand of God, for without
him, who can eat or find enjoyment? To
the person who pleases him, God gives
wisdom, knowledge, and happiness.”
Having run so hard after all these other
things, the teacher comes home to God,
and, as he learns, there is no enjoyment
of the good things of life without Him,
because He is the One who gives us
happiness. The solution is to put God

at the center because what we put at
the center of our lives determines how
everything else works. If God is at the
center, He will give us His grace, and as
we receive His grace, we can enjoy all
the good gifts He has provided without
putting so much emphasis on them

and so much pressure on ourselves.
That's the point of the first 2 chapters
of Ecclesiastes. You can be rich, you can
be smart, you can enjoy all that life has
to offer, but unless God is at the cen-
ter of your life, more money and more
education will never satisfy you. They
may stimulate you for a short time, but
in the end, you will only find emptiness
because they can't give you true fulfill-
ment. But if you live your life as Jesus
instructs us, over time you will find life
to its fullest. Jesus puts it this way, “Seek
first the kingdom of God and his righ-
teousness, and all these things will be
added to you.” (Matthew 6:33). What
we all need is God because He loves us
through Jesus, He has redeemed us on
the cross and in the resurrection, and He
wants to give us more of Himself. When
you've God at the center of your life,
you can go on to enjoy all the gifts of
Grace He has given, because in God, and
God alone, lives fulfillment in life. That's
Good News, and we would be wise to
learn this ancient lesson.
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