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What’s in the Box? A Question for the New Year
January 9th, 2005

If you look in your bulletin, you’ll notice a mysterious empty box.  It’s related to a question I want to ask as we head into the New Year.  That is, for this year... for each year after that... “What will be the purpose of your life?”  
· I know... it’s pretty heavy question for a Sunday morning! But, when a life arrives in this world, how do you know what it’s here for?
· Eight years ago, Joyce and I found out that we were going to bring a new life into the world. One of the things that we did to prepare for that moment was to go through childbirth classes together... where I learned about being a “Coach” for my wife. 
· Our instructor, a mother of sixteen or so kids, gave us a lot of advice. For instance, she would never use the word pain, because she thought that would psych people out. 
· Instead, she would use the word discomfort. You may experience some discomfort! 
· Actually, she did help me with the whole “coaching” deal, and then the day came when Joyce went into labor. It lasted fourteen hours.

I remember looking at the monitor... knowing that every time the chart spiked, she was getting hit by a wave of pain.

· One time the thing spiked off the charts... So I said to her, “Honey, are you experiencing some discomfort?” And she said things that I can’t say here. 
· Then, this little baby arrived, a beautiful tiny purple cone-head... and yet, it was the closest thing to a miracle I had ever seen. 
· Seeing Joyce hold Rebecca for the first time... after all she had just gone through... is one of my favorite memories.
· You see, what makes the pain bearable— what allows people to go through the pain— is the purpose that lies on the other side. There is purpose to it. 
· And I said to Joyce, “When you look at this little life, the pain wasn’t really so bad after all, was it?”  She looked at me... and said things to me that I can’t say here! 
If someone asks you, “When were you born?” of course you’ll have an answer to that question. But a much deeper... and a much more important question is, “Why were you born?” 
· Why don’t they print that on your birth certificate? 
· An alarm clock will tell you when to get up every morning; but what is it that an alarm clock can’t tell you? Why? Why should you get up? 
· Jesus said to those around Him, “In this world, you will experience trials and sorrows... you will experience discomfort.” (John 16:33) 
· Why should you get up if this is true?  
Last week I spoke about the need for more reflection in our lives... that as Paul writes in Romans 5: 3-4, “Troubles produce patience and patience produces character and character produces hope.” 
· But only purpose redeems pain. The real tragedy in this life is not when somebody suffers...  along with all the wonderful times... we’ll all experience sorrow and hurt.
· The great tragedy is when somebody goes through life, and they never know why they should get up in the morning. 
· They get to the end of it, and they look back, and they don’t know why it happened.
· The Bible says that you were made for a purpose. The writer of Proverbs says: “The Lord has made everything for his own purpose.” (Proverbs 16:4 GWT) 
A Texas businessman named Bob Buford had reached all of the goals that he had set for himself by the time he was in his early forties. 
· He was the President and CEO of a tremendously successful cable TV company; he had a happy marriage; he had a beautiful home; he had a lot of toys; 
· he was financially secure; he was independently wealthy; he had almost enough money to leave Texas and buy a tiny starter home here in the Morristown area; 
· and he found that although people said that his life was successful, he was not satisfied with his sense of purpose.
· So, he hired a consultant—a very bright business consultant—to meet with him and his wife Linda. This consultant asked Bob and Linda a single question. 
· He took a sheet of paper and sketched a box on it. Then he asked them, “What’s in the box for you?” 
Bob asked Mike to explain, and Mike told him about a time that he had worked with Coca Cola, and they had decided that the main thing their company was about was Great Taste. 
· That led them to develop a product called “New Coke.” Does anyone remember “New Coke?” That was a disaster!

· Mike said to the Coke guys, “Your problem is that you put the wrong words in the box.” So what’s the driving force for which you exist? 
· They went back to the drawing board, and the new phrase that they came up with was American tradition. We’re about “American tradition.” 
· That led them to go back to “Classic Coke,” and that led them to recover. 
· Mike told this story to Bob and Linda and said to them, “You have to be real clear on the central purpose of your life…real clear on this. I’ve talked with you long enough to know that it’s one of two things: It’s either money (he drew a dollar sign), or it’s Jesus Christ (he drew a cross).” And then he asked them: “What’s in the box?”
Bob writes, “No one had ever put such a significant question to me so directly. I sat there stunned by the implications of this decision.” 
· Would we have to give away all our money? Would we be required to dress like a missionary in Africa? 
· As a result of all of this, Bob wrote a best-selling book called Halftime. It’s about wrestling with this question... and helping other people to wrestle with this question...

· Because every human being born into this world has to answer the question, “What are you going to put in the box? 
I’ll run through a few names with you just as an exercise to get us thinking about this. You tell me what you think that person would say goes in the box. 
· Hugh Hefner – a lot of you know Hugh Hefner, the longtime publisher of Playboy Magazine. What do you think Hugh Hefner would say goes in the box? Sex. Probably he would say Sex.
· Bobby Knight – A really intense coach at Indiana for many years, threw a chair when things didn’t go his way. What do you think Bobby Knight would say goes in the box? Winning. Winning.
· Howard Hughes – You may remember that Howard Hughes ended up a recluse. What do you think Howard Hughes would say goes in the box? Money. Lots of Money.
· Imelda Marcos – What do you think Imelda Marcos would say? You’re right! It’s a Shoe Box! 
But you know, reaching back into human history, there was one man, who would devote his life to an experiment— to figure out what ought to go in the box in order for a life to be lived well. 
· And thousands of years later, people still read the book that this man wrote. It’s called The Book of Ecclesiastes, and it is found in the Old Testament.

· Ecclesiastes begins by saying that these are the words of the “teacher” or the “preacher.” It’s kind of hard to translate that. 
· Eugene Peterson, in his translation called The Message, calls this man “The Questor,” and calls the book The Words of the Questor, because this man is on a quest to find out what belongs in the box. 
· It’s a reflection of the quest of a man named Solomon to figure out what life is about. 

The Questor was in a unique position to carry out this kind of an experiment, because he had wealth and power and time and the abilities that exceeded those of anyone else on the planet. 
· Keep in mind... this quest for Solomon wasn’t a joke.  In fact, throughout Ecclesiastes, he continues to emphasize how he was devoted to this task.
· Once he put something in the box, he didn’t play games. He walked as far down that road as any person could go. 
· In fact, Ecclesiastes essentially an account of these various quests. 
He tried putting human wisdom in the box. He says, “I devoted myself (there’s that phrase again) to study and to explore by wisdom all that is under heaven.” (Ecclesiastes 1:13)
· He became really smart. We are told that Solomon’s Wisdom was greater that the wisdom of all the people of the East, and greater than all the wisdom of Egypt, which was renowned for being a place of wisdom. (1 Kings 4:29) 
· His reputation for intelligence was so great that the Queen of Sheba, a head of state, comes to ask him hard questions in order to test him. 
· She is so amazed by his wisdom that the text says—it’s a real picturesque phrase— “It took her breath away, and there was no spirit left in her.” (1 Kings 10:5)
· And she says to him, “How happy your people must be! How happy your officials, who continually stand before you and hear your wisdom!” (v. 8)
We have some pretty well educated people around here. When was the last time somebody said to you, “How happy your people must be! How thrilled your spouse must be…your friends…your family…just to get to hang around to pick up the bits of wisdom that drop from your mouth every day.” 
· The Questor said, “I’ll walk down this road as far as it can be walked... but it didn’t satisfy this ache inside me, and it didn’t tell me why I ought to get up in the morning.” 
There’s a guy by the name of Hugh Moorhouse who heads a university Philosophy Department. He wrote a book in which he explains how he sent 250 letters to 250 of the brightest people in our society—academicians and scientists—and he asked them, “What is the purpose of life?”

· Can anyone guess what the number one answer was? It was, “I don’t know.” 
· In fact, a number of people wrote back to him and said, “I don’t know. If you find out while you are doing this, please write back and tell me what the answer is.” These were real bright people. 
· The Questor said that education is not a bad thing, but it doesn’t belong in the box. 
So, he tried another option. He writes, “I thought in my heart, ‘come now. I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good.’” (Ecclesiastes 2:1) 
· Solomon was a man of fierce appetites. So he said to himself, “All right. I’ll indulge every desire that I have and see how that works.” Any food he wanted, he ate. Any object he desired, he bought it.
· He surrounded himself with parks and gardens and vineyards. He wanted a nice house, so he constructed a palace so magnificent it defied description.
· Scripture says it was so ornate that “silver was used like stone.” 
He liked music. But in the absence of CD’s or records or even 8-track tapes... he went ahead and drafted an orchestra of every known instrument along with all the great singers of his day. 
· Their job was just to hang around his house. He liked beauty. He said, OK, I’ll just surround myself with beauty. 
· He writes, “I tried cheering myself with wine (A lot of people do that) and embracing foolishness.” (Ecclesiastes 2:3) 
· Maybe sexual pleasure is the key to his satisfaction. So he devotes himself to that. 
· The Bible says he had one thousand wives and concubines. He’s supposed to be the smartest guy in the world, and he had a thousand wives! Think about that one!

And he sums up this whole journey this way. This is a fabulous summation: “I denied myself nothing my eyes desired. I refused my heart no pleasure (Ecclesiastes 2:10).”  

· I see it. I want it. I’ll have it. I’ll consume it. He indulged every appetite; he experienced every thrill; he scratched every itch; he bought every toy. 
· He was not held back by the lack of resources, by the worry of what anybody else might think about him, or by any moral parameters. 
· He walked down that road— experiencing all the different things people use to mark their box.

· He walked down each road as far as it could be walked and, at the end, when he turns around and looks back, he says, “All a man’s efforts are for his mouth, his appetite, yet his appetite is never satisfied.” 
· Some of you are thinking that there’s some pleasure, some thrill, some experience, some relationship, some gratification that— “If I just had that…” 
· Solomon says, “Go ahead and try it, if you want. But that’s not it.” 
So he tried another option—one that a lot of people in our day try. He says, “I undertook great projects. I devoted myself to my success.” (Ecclesiastes 2: 4-8)
· This is the ladder of success. He climbed this ladder higher than anybody in this room will ever climb. He became the most prosperous king in the history of Israel. 
· He extended his country’s economic borders farther than they had ever been extended before; he single-handedly made Israel into a shipping empire; he seized and nationalized the two major trade routes of his day. 
· We are told that King Solomon was “greater in riches and wisdom than all of the other kings of the earth.” (1 Kings 10:23)
· We’re told that the whole world sought audience with Solomon (v. 24).
· Bill Gates, Jack Welch, Donald Trump, George Bush, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Dan Rather—  come and sit at his feet, because nobody ever climbed the ladder of success the way that this man did. 
And when he climbed it to the top, and when he took a look at all that he had done, this is what he wrote: “I turned my head and saw yet another wisp of smoke on its way to nothingness—a solitary person working obsessively late into the night compulsively greedy for more and more, never bothering to ask, “Why? It is so meaningless and depressing” (Ecclesiastes 4: 7-8 MSG)
· The smartest guy who ever lived surveyed all that he had done, all the knowledge he had accumulated, all the appetites that he had gratified, all the scratches he had itched, all the ladders he had climbed, all the toys he had collected... 
· And he said, “That’s not it. It can’t be what fills the box.” 
· At the end of Ecclesiastes, Solomon reflects on this horrible journey he has walked.  With all the things he tried to put in the box, he summarizes them all saying, “meaningless, meaningless, everything is meaningless.” (12:8)
· So, after it was all said and done... what did he write in the box?  He says, “Here is my final conclusion: Fear God and obey his commands, for this is the duty of every person.”
That consultant who met with Bill Buford knew that ultimately, he could only put one thing in that box... It would be any one of the roads Solomon walked down... or it would be God.
· So you have to answer the question: What are you going to put in the box? 
· You can try to put getting richer, smarter, happier, stronger, more secure, more successful… you can walk down that road as far as you want to. 
· Just know that perhaps the smartest man who ever lived, who went on to write the Book of Proverbs, went farther down that road than you ever will, and he found out it’s a dead end. 
Solomon wrote that, “God has set eternity in the hearts of men and women.” (Ecclesiastes 3:11) He came to understand that we were made for more than just this life.
· He realized that for something to be worthy of being put in the box, it would have to pass what might be called The Eternity Test.
· Will that which you write in your box be with you for eternity?  

· He paints incredible metaphors in the later chapters of his book... reminding us how we’ll never be able to escape death... we brought nothing into this world... we’ll take nothing out... except that which is eternal. 
What will you write in your box? One of the dangers of asking that question here is everybody knows what answer you’re supposed to give, because this is church. 
· Sometimes people in churches find themselves stuck halfway between giving obedience to God because “that’s what their supposed to do”...
· But secretly in their hearts they’re thinking, “If I were really free to pursue these things all the way, I think that’s where the good stuff is. I think that would satisfy my life.” 
· And so, even decent Christian men and women end up living trapped between longings that they are afraid to fully pursue and obedience to God that they don’t really want to give.
· They think they can leave the box empty.
Solomon says, “You know what? If that’s what you really think—if you really think that satisfaction belongs down one of these roads—then go down that road! 
· Stop living your life in this twilight zone where you’re trapped in between two different gods!”
· If you want to go down that road, go all the way down that road. 
· Just know that perhaps the smartest human who ever lived walked a lot farther down that road than you or I ever could, and what he found was God had set eternity in the hearts of human beings. 
· If you try to take God out of the picture... you’re left with nothing... nothing that you’ll be able to keep.
· Folks... God has made you to know Him and enjoy Him and serve Him and give yourself to other people and to live with Him for eternity. 
· The Westminster Catechism says that the chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever. 

· What will it be for you?
