LESSON 14

GODLY RISKS AND AMBITION

Ecclesiastes 11:1-6            November 30, 2011
I. Text and Context
There are common themes found in this passage that we have already studied:

       *accidents happen
    *we do not know what God has in store for us      *we are not in control of our times




Yet, because of these truths, we do not need to give up fatalistically. Even though we do not know what God has in store and we are not in control we must still “send our bread out on the waters and faithfully sow”. In this text we find 3 imperatives in vs. 1,2, and 6. There is also the repeated refrain “you do not know” (2,5a,5b,6). The Teacher’s message is set against the background of human ignorance. There are 5 main divisions of this text:
I. The admonition to be bold but wise (11:1-2)

II. We do not know certain laws of nature (11:3)

III. If we wait for ideal conditions it often leads to doing nothing (11:4)

IV. We do not know the plan of God, who controls everything (11:5)

V. Since you do not know what will prosper use every opportunity to work (11:6)

II. Theme and Goal

We may be ignorant of the plan of God but we do know that he has the final say and everything is in his hands. The Teacher calls us to “send out your bread on the waters” which means to do something bold, to take a risk. He is not calling his readers to take foolish risks (vs 2) but to take risks using wisdom. The first audience to receive Ecclesiastes lived in a time where they longed to have control and wanted the ability to predict what might happen. “Many began to live like the poor miser who hoarded his wealth only to lose it all. They began to live in fear of what might happen in a fragile world” 1. The theme can then be summarized as follows:

Since we do not know what God will prosper, we should use every opportunity to work boldly but 
wisely.  
The need addressed is the temptation to be paralyzed by a lack of knowledge. Many times we fail to act in faith because we lack knowledge or face uncertainty.
III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage
A. Analogy:
Jesus urges his hearers to work diligently and warned against laziness (Matt 25:14-30). Paul also challenged his listeners to labor and work honestly (Eph 4:17, 21, 28). 
B. Contrast:
There is a deepening of the concept of work in the NT but there is no contrast between what is taught here in the OT and the NT. 

C. Redemptive-historical progression/longitudinal themes:  
The theme of this passage is work and in Genesis we see God creating man for work and to exercise dominion and care for the world. Sin spoiled the creation and yet God in his mercy allowed the work by the “sweat of the brow” to allow them to eat bread (Gen 3:19). God brought his people into the promised land and through the prophets promised a new earth (Is 65:17). Jesus Christ came to pay the penalty for sin and to restore creation to what God intended it to be. He viewed work in the context of the coming kingdom of God. He called fishermen to “fish for people” (Mark 1:17) and urged his disciples to do the work of God (John 9:4). Paul also related all our work to the coming kingdom and Christ ( Col 3:17, I Cor 15:58). 


  IV. Meaning and Application

Israel was going through a lot of upheaval. They had become a bridge for international trade between Egypt and Asia/Europe. Some Israelites were becoming very rich and others lost wealth in “bad ventures.” When some saw people lose everything in bad ventures they began to not take any risks at all. They began to hoard their possessions. The Teacher responds with two admonitions:

1] Send out your bread upon the waters and in many days you will get it back. 

We think of taking a loaf of bread from Oostburg Bakery and tossing it out into Lake Michigan. What would happen? Within minutes it would be waterlogged and sink. But the bread they baked back then was more similar to a piece of pita bread…..perhaps a thin hard disk that could float and be carried out of sight. The Teacher is not saying literally you will get your bread back but instead he is calling us to do something risky. Do something risky that seems impossible. Step out in faith yet do it with wisdom. In verse 2 he cautions by saying “divide your means seven or eight ways” which would be similar to saying “don’t put all your eggs in the same basket”. 


*take risks and be bold in your investments……of money and of talents (Matt 25:14-300


*take risks in college and in your career


*take risks in giving to the poor (4:1)

“Sending your bread upon the waters” is an image of being liberal in your giving and in using our time, talents, and resources despite living in an age that is filled with uncertainty, fear, and perhaps the tendency to hoard. As commentator Davis says “given the possibility of a disaster, our instincts are to hoard in anticipation of scarcity” 2  The Teacher warns against having an overly cautious attitude (5:10, 4:7-8, 5:13-17). Jesus as well says our life does not consist in the abundance of our possessions (Luke 12:15). Possessions are to be used for helping those in need. How will we get it back when we give to the poor or give to help others?


Proverbs 22:9

those who are generous are blessed


Proverbs 19:17
    
whoever is kind to the poor….will be repaid in full


Deut 15:10

God will bless you in all your work and in all you undertake


Luke 6:38

with the measure you give will be the measure you get back


Seow summarizes this teaching by saying “to release the bread on the waters is to take the risk of a spontaneous good deed….it is the metaphor for doing good without expecting rewards: one should throw away a good deed, as it were – just let it go – without expecting a return” 3  Jesus even says we should be liberal and generous when there is no chance that people can repay us (Luke 14:12-14). 

2. Sow your seed, use every opportunity to work 
There are some things that we can know by observing nature. Clouds that are dark and full of rain do release their rain. Trees that fall in forests cannot get up and move in a different direction. There are some certainties. Yet, the tendency is for us to demand more certainty than is good for us. Vs. 4…..farmers prefer good weather for sowing and reaping. But, at a certain point, any farmer will need to take a risk. All of us need to take risks at a certain point. Merchants, homemakers, students, people desiring marriage. “The overly cautious individual is destined to fail, for optimal conditions may not materialize”4 Or as Crenshaw comments: “Forethought and timely action are important but planning too meticulously for the incalculable can paralyze initiative”.5. 
Even though there is much we do not know, we do know that God makes everything. Nothing in this world is outside of God’s control. The knowledge that God makes everything gives us stability. It gives us the courage to work faithfully and the boldness to take risks. We must sow or we will not reap. Any form of sowing takes risks. Here the Teacher says it is precisely because we do not know and cannot control that we must take risks and should take risks. We must use every opportunity to work boldly and give boldly. Here the repeated refrain that is the backdrop for living with courage: “You do not know” (4 x in 6 verses). 
Jesus intends his parable of the sower and seed to be applied beyond literally sowing seed. Jesus says the seed is the “word of the kingdom” (Matt 13:19). We are to sow the word of the kingdom liberally because we do not know when or where God will prosper it. We may be discouraged by all the uncertainty or by the lack of success. It is not easy to live in this culture with not knowing. We need to be careful that in all our desire to “know for sure” before taking steps of faith that we do not miss out on God-given opportunities. God is sovereign….He will take care of us. 
APPLICATION QUESTIONS:
1. We live in a very uncertain economic time. Commentators on the radio and TV speak of the uncertainty and risk of our current political climate. How does our culture create a “fear factor” that can work against living by faith?

2. Jesus uses the parable of the talents and the parable of sowing seed to encourage us to think about every aspect of life and how to be generous with what God has given us. In what ways have you seen God’s promise to be true that He provides as you respond with faith-filled perhaps risky giving?

3. The Teacher gives one situation where we often are reluctant to be generous when the example of giving to the poor is given. Jesus commands us to give to those that cannot repay us or may even seem to be “undeserving”. How does the gospel of God’s grace help promote risk taking generosity?

4. This risk taking wise action that results in generosity can be applied to all areas of our life. Some of us may be generous with our time yet stingy with regards to money. For others it is the opposite. What area of your life do you feel God may be calling you to be more generous and perhaps take more risks in giving to others?
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