
 !
King Solomon was a statesman, politician, architect, scientist, philosopher, as well as ruler.  
Above all, he was extremely wise; other than Jesus Christ, he was perhaps the wisest man 
who’s ever lived.  One of his well-known books is “Ecclesiastes.”  !
The best-selling song of John Lennon’s solo career was “Imagine”: !

Imagine there’s no heaven, it’s easy if you try 
No hell below us, above us only sky 

Imagine all the people, Living for today !
Imagine there’s no countries, it isn’t hard to do 

Nothing to kill or die for, and no religion too 
Imagine all the people, living life in peace !

You may say I’m a dreamer, but I’m not the only one 
I hope someday you’ll join us, and the world will be as one !

Lennon asks us to imagine a world with no religion, and no God; and he tells us that would 
be a wonderful place.  Let’s put that to the test, as in fact Solomon did many years ago.   

__________ !
Please imagine that there’s no God, and no eternity. !
Life begins and ends, and that’s that.   !
You die and everything you’ve ever done or been becomes nothing.  In fact everything 
everyone’s done or been ultimately becomes nothing, because as we know from science, the 
universe is headed towards its own complete death. !
Solomon wrote: I said in my heart with regard to the children of man that God is testing them that 
they may see that they themselves are but beasts.  For what happens to the children of man and what 
happens to the beasts is the same; as one dies, so dies the other.  They all have the same breath, and 
man has no advantage over the beasts, for all is vapour.  All go to one place.  All are from dust, and 
to dust all return.  (Ecclesiastes 3:18-20)  
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It’s the same for all, since the same event happens to the righteous and the wicked, to the good and 
the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to him who sacrifices and him who does not sacrifice.  As the 
good one is, so is the sinner, and he who swears is as he who shuns an oath.  This is an evil in all that 
is done under the sun, that the same event happens to all.  But he who is joined with the living has a 
hope, for a living dog is better than a dead lion.  For the living know that they will die, but the dead 
know nothing, and they have no more reward, for the memory of them is forgotten.  Their love and 
their hate and their envy have already perished, and forever they have no more share in all that is 
done under the sun. (9:2-6). !
Here, Solomon observes that if there’s no God and no eternity, then literally everything you 
are and everything you do on earth is pointless because when you die it will all disappear.   !
While you’re alive you might feel like you have hope, because you’re conscious of things. 
But it’s not much comfort; that hope is like a vapour, because you’re no better than a living 
dog!  Ultimately you’ll disappear just like the animal will, just like the universe will.  !
You go through life; you have many experiences, love, hate, envy, success, failure; and those 
things make it feel like it has meaning.  But it doesn’t, because that’s all going to disappear 
when you die.   !
Life might feel like it has meaning, but it doesn’t, because it’s like a vapour.  It’s 
meaningless.   

__________ !
There’s more.  If there’s no God, then there are no objective values.  There’s no real right 
and wrong.  Why?  Because who has the authority to decide what’s right and wrong?! !
Everyone does what they think is right - but no one can claim that their version of what’s 
right is any better than anyone else’s. There’s no higher, external power or moral law; just 
humans and their views.  And how can one human’s view be any more valid than 
another’s?  Ultimately we’re all the same, just like animals.   !
If you see in a province the oppression of the poor and the violation of justice and righteousness, do 
not be amazed at the matter, for the high official is watched by a higher, and there are yet higher ones 
over them.  (5:8)  Those officials are all doing what’s right in their own eyes, getting what 
they can for themselves, all the way up the chain of command - and of course this will 
involve oppressing the weak and causing them suffering.  Just like happens in the animal 
kingdom.  No-one says the lion is ‘wrong’ to eat the gazelle!  So Solomon tell us not to be 
surprised when we see this same mentality amongst humans, because with no God, there is 
truly no right and wrong.  The most honest atheists admit this.   !
Evil is only evil because it’s ugly. There is no such thing as bad actions; there’s just ugly actions. 
(Frank Schaeffer)    
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In a universe of electrons and selfish genes, blind physical forces and genetic replication, some people 
are going to get hurt, other people are going to get lucky, and you won't find any rhyme or reason in 
it, nor any justice. The universe that we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there 
is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil, no good, nothing but pitiless indifference.  (Richard 
Dawkins) 

__________ 

There’s yet more.  As well as no values, there is no judgement. Even if we think there’s such 
a thing as wrongdoing, no-one has to really pay for it fully!  And if we think there’s such a 
thing as right-doing, no-one gets fully rewarded for it!   !
An atheist from Liverpool told me this week that one of his biggest reasons for not 
believing in God is that wicked people don’t get punished for it.  That’s certainly the way it 
seems to be on this earth, as Solomon emphasises: !
There is a vapour that takes place on the earth, that there are righteous people to whom it happens 
according to the deeds of the wicked, and there are wicked people to whom it happens according to the 
deeds of the righteous. (8:14)  ‘Good people’ often have a really hard time, while ‘bad’ people 
seem to prosper.  There’s apparently no justice. !
But when you think about it, why should there be any judgement? If there’s no God and 
therefore no objective right and wrong, then there’s no such thing as justice! 

__________ !
So, if this life is all there is, and there’s no God, then in reality life has no meaning, and 
there’s no right and wrong, and no judgement. !
Now imagine for a moment if everyone on earth actually lived that way.  If everyone lived 
like there is no meaning, no right and wrong, and no judgement.   !
Quite literally, it would be hell on earth.  We’ve seen glimpses of that, in the German death 
camps, in the horrors of the Rwandan genocide, in shocking crimes that take place in our 
own land.   !
Many people - maybe 50% of the British population - claim not to believe in God.  But they 
don’t live like it.  They don’t live consistent with their beliefs.  If they did they’d have to 
live like there’s no meaning, no right and wrong and no judgement.  And we would quite 
simply have hell on earth. !
Now you could say people live like there is right and wrong and judgement because they 
don’t want to fall foul of the law.  The law holds people in check.  That’s true to an extent.  
But the law can’t give someone meaning! !

�3



So why do most people still live like they have meaning? Like there’s  a purpose to their 
life?  Because very few people can really face the emptiness of a life with no meaning.   !
Some who do,  commit suicide.  The rest invent meaning for themselves, trying to find it in 
the activities of life.   !
For example, Richard Dawkins.  He says life has no purpose, that it’s pointless.  But he still 
tries to come up with a reason for living.  He marvels at the natural world, he opposes 
various forms of social injustice, and he devotes himself to trying to rescue people from 
religion.  He even published his own new set of ten commandments.    He invents meaning 
for his life through those things.   !
He says there’s probably no God - but he can’t bring himself to live life as if that’s true; as if 
there really is no meaning. 

__________ !
Solomon took a step back and examined life, to see what it’s about, what makes it work.    
He found he couldn’t get away from the reality that if God isn’t in the picture, life with all 
its activities is meaningless.  Not that it doesn’t have any substance at all; but it’s like 
vapour, it doesn’t last.   !
He acknowledged that pleasure is good, knowledge is good, work is good, art, music, 
money, benevolent power, morality and serving others - but  without God you can’t find 
solid and permanent meaning in those things.  They can’t satisfy. !
Pleasure: I said in my heart, “Come now, I will test you with pleasure; enjoy yourself!”  But behold, 
this also was vapour.  (2:1) Anyone with a hangover will tell you pleasure isn’t permanent! !
Wisdom and knowledge: Then I said in my heart, “What happens to the fool will happen to me 
also.  Why then have I been so very wise?”  And I said in my heart that this also is vanity.  (2:15) In 
other words, I’ve expended myself to accumulate so much knowledge, but ultimately, 
what’s the point?  It all disappears when I die! In that sense I’m no different to a person 
who doesn’t bother to find anything out! !
Work: Then I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had expended in doing it, and 
behold, all was vapour and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the sun.  
(2:11)  I hated all my toil in which I toil under the sun, seeing that I must leave it to the man who 
will come after me, and who knows whether he will be wise or a fool?  Yet he will be master of all for 
which I toiled and used my wisdom under the sun.  This also is vapour. (2:18) You can work hard 
your whole life and ‘die before your time’ - and who gets to enjoy the fruit of all your toil?  
Or you can leave it in an inheritance to others - but who’s to say they won’t just waste your 
years of hard work in a few months?  All the toil of a man is for his mouth, yet his appetite is not 
filled.  (6:7) As he came from his mother’s womb he shall go again, naked as he came, and shall take 
nothing for his toil that he may carry away in his hand.  This also is a grievous evil, just as he came, 
so shall he go, and what gain is there to him who toils for the wind?  (5:15-16)  At the end of the 
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day, it seems that the purpose of work is just to keep you alive, to put food on the table.  
There’ll never be a day when you don’t need food on the table. You can try to enjoy your 
work, but you don’t take any of it with you.  It’s been said that no-one says on their 
deathbed, “I wish I’d spent more time at the office..”! !
Money:  He who loves money will not be satisfied with money, nor he who loves wealth with his 
income, this also is vapour.  (5:10)  One of the wealthiest men in the world was once asked, 
“How much money does it take to be happy?”  His reply was, “A little bit more!”   !
Morality and serving others: In my vaporous life I have seen everything.  There is a righteous man 
who perishes in his righteousness, and a wicked man who prolongs his life in his evildoing. (7:15)  I 
may devote my life to serving others, but even that is extinguished by death.  And the 
world is so indifferent to goodness that very often it’s those who couldn’t care less for 
others who triumph.   !
Power:  There was no end of all the people, all of whom he led.  Yet those who come later will not 
rejoice in him.  Surely this also is vanity and a striving after the wind.  (4:16) There is an evil that I 
have seen under the sun, as it were an error proceeding from the ruler: folly is set in many high 
places, and the rich sit in a low place.  I have seen slaves on horses, and princes walking on the 
ground like slaves. (10:5-7) You may have power, and try to use it well, but you don’t take 
any of it with you when you die.  And while you live, trying to use it for others’ benefit, 
things are always working against you, because we live in an upside-down world.  But 
then, if there’s no God, who has the right to say the world is indeed upside-down?  Who 
has the authority to say that it’s wrong for the vulnerable to suffer and the greedy to 
prosper?  That’s just the way it is!  !
Solomon found that none of these things fully satisfy.  They can’t give you meaning, 
because it all disappears when you die.   

__________ !
Not only is life and all its activities ultimately meaningless, but underneath the surface - 
and often above the surface, it’s dark.    Because it’s built on one thing - grabbing what I can 
for myself and protecting what I’ve got for myself.   !
Then I saw that all toil and all skill in work come from a man’s envy of his neighbour.  This also is 
vapour and a striving after wind.  (4:4)  !
Society may hold people’s motives and desires in check or cover them over, but 
underneath, what’s driving everything is that grabbing mentality.   !
And this surfaces a whole lot.   Again, I saw all the oppressions that are done under the sun.  And 
behold, the tears of the oppressed, and they had no one to comfort them!  And I thought the dead who 
are already dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive.  (4:1-2) !
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In the absence of God, the real basis of things is grabbing and envy and oppression.  That 
makes for a dark world.   

__________ !
Frederick Nietzsche  (1844-1900) was an atheist German Philosopher.  He had the courage 
to face the implications of a world without God.    Of people really living as if God doesn’t 
exist.  In his famous account of the Madman, he predicted a time when people would live 
true to that belief.   !
Have you not heard of that madman who lit a lantern in the bright morning hours, ran to the market 
place, and cried incessantly: "I seek God! I seek God!"---As many of those who did not believe in God 
were standing around just then, he provoked much laughter. Has [God] got lost? asked one. Did he 
lose his way like a child? asked another. Or is he hiding? Is he afraid of us? Has he gone on a 
voyage? emigrated?---Thus they yelled and laughed 

The madman jumped into their midst and pierced them with his eyes. "Whither is God?" he cried; "I 
will tell you. We have killed him---you and I. All of us are his murderers. But how did we do this? 
How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What 
were we doing when we unchained this earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are 
we moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward, forward, 
in all directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying, as through an infinite nothing? 
Do we not feel the breath of empty space? Has it not become colder? Is not night continually closing 
in on us? Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning? Do we hear nothing as yet of the noise of 
the gravediggers who are burying God? Do we smell nothing as yet of the divine decomposition? 
Gods, too, decompose. God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him. 

"How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers? What was holiest and mightiest of 
all that the world has yet owned has bled to death under our knives: who will wipe this blood off us? 
What water is there for us to clean ourselves? What festivals of atonement, what sacred games shall 
we have to invent? Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we ourselves not become 
gods simply to appear worthy of it? … 

Here the madman fell silent and looked again at his listeners; and they, too, were silent and stared at 
him in astonishment. At last he threw his lantern on the ground, and it broke into pieces and went 
out. "I have come too early," he said then; "my time is not yet. This tremendous event is still on its 
way, still wandering; it has not yet reached the ears of men. Lightning and thunder require time; the 
light of the stars requires time; deeds, though done, still require time to be seen and heard. 

In other words, the time will come when people recognise what it really means to live 
without God; and they will live that way.  Nietzsche saw the meaninglessness, and the 
darkness that it brings. !
Few people have the courage to do that; those who do are seen as madmen.  Even 
Nietzsche couldn’t really bring himself to live like that, and tried to find meaning and 
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consolation in art and in his activities - even if that activity was the study of the 
meaninglessness of life! 

__________ !
Jean Paul Sartre (1905-80) was an atheist French philosopher. Greatly influenced by 
Nietzsche, he faced the meaninglessness of life, and taught that it left us with two options. !
The first option is suicide.  In fact he wrote, “The only philosophical question I cannot answer is 
why I do not commit suicide…”   !
The second option is to make whatever values or purpose you choose for yourself.  He said, 
“ If I've discarded God the Father, there has to be someone to invent values.” !
Sartre followed his own advice and chose his own values, which in his case were Marxism.  
He he ended up inspiring the horrific brutality of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, as well as 
the establishment of communism in Vietnam.  So much for inventing our own values! !
Solomon agreed that if life is meaningless, then death seems preferable to life. And I thought 
the death who are already dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive.  (4:2) !
Indeed, faced with meaninglessness, some tragically commit suicide. It’s always 
heartbreaking to hear of someone taking their own life; who’s decided there’s no point 
living, despite maybe seeming to have a lot to live for.   !
Thankfully of course, most people don’t do this.  They take the second option and try to 
find meaning in activities or relationships or causes, whether healthy or unhealthy.  
Solomon gave some advice on this: !
Go eat your bread with joy, and drink your wine with a merry heart, for God has already approved 
what you do.  Let your garments always be white.  Let not oil be lacking on your head.  Enjoy life 
with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vaporous life that he has given you under the sun, 
because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun.  (9:7-9) 
God has  indeed given consolations in life.  Work, love, food; these are good things, given 
by God. But having the gifts without the Giver is still ultimately meaningless.   !
Most people know this deep down or at least catch glimpses of it.  But it’s too painful to 
face, so they follow Sartre’s advice, and keep trying to get a sense of meaning from their 
activities or relationships.  However, the spectre of pointlessness is always somewhere 
lurking.   !
Edward Thomas was an Anglo-Welsh poet in the early 1900’s.  He was masterful at seeing, 
appreciating and depicting the beauty of nature and the English countryside.  You might 
enjoy this sample of his work: !!
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After Rain !
The rain of a night and a day and a night  

Stops at the light  
Of this pale choked day. The peering sun  

Sees what has been done. 
The road under the trees has a border new 

of purple hue  
Inside the border of bright thin grass: 

For all that has  
Been left by November of leaves is torn  

From hazel and thorn  
And the greater trees. Throughout the copse 

No dead leaf drops  
On grey grass, green moss, burnt-orange fern, 

At the wind's return: 
The leaflets out of the ash-tree shed 

Are thinly spread 
In the road, like little black fish, inlaid,  

As if they played. 
What hangs from the myriad branches down there  

So hard and bare  
Is twelve yellow apples lovely to see  

On one crab-tree. 
And on each twig of every tree in the dell 

Uncountable  
Crystals both dark and bright of the the rain  

That begins again.  

Beautiful.  Yet with one eye on the consolations of life, on nature and family, Thomas often 
had the other on suicide.  He carried something in his pocket he referred to as his “Saviour” 
- thought to be a bottle of poison. !
Once he went off into the woods with a revolver planning to kill himself. His wife and 
young daughter Bronwen witnessed him planning this.   Life with a man of Thomas's 
temperament was often difficult, but his wife's most anguished moment must surely have been when 
he decided at last to seek refuge in the suicide he dreamt of so often. It is one of the strangest attempts 
at suicide that have ever been recorded. "He poked through a box of fishing-tackle in search of his 
revolver. His wife, terrified and trembling, watched him, saw him put it into his pocket and start for 
the door. 'Won't you take Bronwen with you ? ' she managed to ask him. 'Yes,' said the child, half 
understanding, 'take me with you.' 'You don't want to come,' was his reply ; 'you only say it to 
please me.' He walked through the fields, his mind in a turmoil, thinking of the annihilation that was 
to follow, of what would happen when he was dead, of the discovery of his body.  
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When he was far from the house, and where he thought no one would see him, he pressed the revolver 
to his temple, but he could not pull the trigger. He heard a man's voice half a mile away. He fired 
into a stump, and struck across the fields to go home in the cool of evening, when the sun had 
set.” (Robert Eckert, A Poet of the Country, 1937) !
It’s sad to study his poetry and see on the one hand his skill and his appreciation of nature 
and beauty; his sensitivity and love for his family, and yet on the other hand, see him 
recognising that none of those things were enough to give life permanent meaning, and so 
play with the idea of killing himself.   Of course this struggle brought deep darkness into 
his poetry, his heart and his home.   !
Those who realise that the good things of life don’t in themselves give permanent meaning, 
and so abandon them, quickly fall into despair.  In those moments where Thomas abandons 
the consolations that God gives, he opens the door to God’s opposite - and demonic forces 
of depression and darkness push their way in seeking to end his vaporous life.   

__________ !
When Solomon set about taking a long, hard look at life, he came at it with Hebrew 
wisdom.  That is, he knew God.   His starting point was - “God is.”   !
As he looked, he didn’t depart in his heart from Hebrew Wisdom; but he examined life as a 
Greek would - through observation and reason.   !
What was his conclusion?  Without God life is tragic and meaningless.  But because God 
is, death is not the end.  Therefore life has meaning.   !
Though a sinner does evil a hundred times and prolongs his life, yet I know that it will be well with 
those who fear God, because they fear before Him.  But it will not be well with the wicked, neither 
will he prolong his days like a shadow, because he does not fear before God.  (8:12-13) !
Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth.  Walk 
in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes.  But know that for all these things God will 
bring you into judgement.  (11:9) !
The end of the matter, all has been heard.  Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the 
whole duty of man.  For God will bring every deed into judgement, with every secret thing, whether 
good or evil.  (12:13-14) !
Perhaps surprisingly,  the fact of judgement gives us meaning and purpose.  Because not 
only does judgement show right and wrong exist, but that our life here counts; our choices 
count for eternity. !
Again I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to 
the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favour to those with knowledge, but time and chance 
happen to them all.  (9:11) 
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!
There are two fixed points which we have no control over: the day of our birth or the day of 
our death.  In between, as Solomon rightly says, time and chance happen to us all.   !
But we’re not like ships adrift without a rudder, being blown here and there, just waiting to 
sink.  We can’t control the wind, but we can certainly trim the sails and direct the rudder. 
We have power of choice on how we live between those fixed points.   And judgement tells 
us that those choices we make on earth have great significance - for our eternal benefit or 
for our dismay. Thus life has meaning. !
He will render to each one according to his works:  to those who by patience in well-doing seek for 
glory and honour and immortality, he will give eternal life; but to those who are self-seeking and do 
not obey the truth but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury.  There will be tribulation 
and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek, but glory and 
honour and peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek.  For God shows no 
partiality.  (Romans 2:6-11) 

__________ !
None of what we’ve looked at here proves God exists.  But it shows what the alternatives 
really are.   !
I asked you at the beginning to imagine there’s no God, and no eternity.  We saw that if 
that’s the case, then truly, there’s no right and wrong, no justice, and truly, life has no 
meaning.   Few people really face this.   !
Yet as Solomon found, it’s a relief to be able to face that and admit it.  He wrote, Sorrow is 
better than laughter (7:3).  Life is tragic. It’s tiring to try to put a brave face on it; to constantly 
wear a mask. If there’s no God, you have to.  You’ve got to invent a purpose for your life; 
because there’s literally no way you can live without one.  But that’s all it is, an invention.   !
On the other hand, with God, there is judgement.  And judgement tell not only that there’s 
right and wrong, and that there’s justice; but that life has meaning, because the path we 
choose to take  in this chaotic world counts for what happens with us eternally. !
With God, life still has many unanswered questions.  But our search for meaning is over, 
and we’re free to really live.    

________________________________________________ !
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