“The Great Gamble”
Ecclesiastes 2:1-11 and Mark 10:35-45 

Rev. Dr. Jim Davis

First Presbyterian Church of Kingwood
July 12, 2009

The Bible’s an amazing book.  Written over more than 40 centuries, by more than 50 authors, its 66 books give us God’s perspective on the past, the present and the future.  And because God’s perspective is eternal, the truths of the Bible are truly timeless.

Yesterday morning, for example, I was reading my Daily Walk.  And I read these words in Ecclesiastes 7, “It’s better to spend your time at funerals than at festivals.  For you are going to die and you should think about it while there’s still time.”  Sobering words but true, timelessly true.
I don’t know how many of you watched the funeral of Michael Jackson last week.  According to the ratings I saw over 31 million people did.  And that’s just in America.  I didn’t watch.  But I did see some video clips and I listened to some of the comments about his death.  
One of the comments I heard came from an African-American pastor here in Houston.  Speaking to a reporter he said, very simply; “Michael Jackson may have been the King of Pop.  But he wasn’t the King of Kings.  Today he’s meeting the King of Kings.  And someday all of us will.”  

“It’s better to spend your time at funerals than at festivals.  For you are going to die and you should think about it while there’s still time.”  I wonder if Michael Jackson’s funeral will prove that truth timeless for at least some of those who watched it.  I hope so.

I read a little farther in Ecclesiastes 7 and I came across these words; 
“…a seductive woman is more bitter than death.  Her passion is a trap and her soft hands will bind you.”  I thought of the other story that dominated the news last week, the murder of the former NFL quarterback Steve McNair and the suicide of his girlfriend.  
The perspective of the media and most of those who knew him was how out of character the whole thing was for McNair because his professional life was full of achievements on and off the football field.  But achievement is one thing.  Character’s another.   Character is who you are when no-one’s looking.  And when no-one was looking, part of Steve McNair’s character cost him his life.  
Of course when it comes right down to it, we all make mistakes, don’t we?    It doesn’t matter how many accomplishments you have, or how great you grow in the eyes of those around you.  In the end, Ecclesiastes says, it’s all meaningless.   But that’s getting ahead of the story.   Let’s go back to the beginning or at least to the middle because in the middle of our Old Testament lesson this morning we read these words.  
“I became greater than any of the kings that ruled in Jerusalem before me,”  Solomon says.  And he’s telling the truth.  So let’s talk about the truth this morning.  Let’s talk about the truth when it comes to being a great person and living a great life.  To do it though, we won’t be able to talk in the way we usually do.  We won’t be able to talk about being great in the way someone might say Michael Jackson was a great star or Steve McNair was a great quarterback.  No, if we want to tell the truth about living a great life we’ll have to talk about greatness in the way God talks about greatness.  
And to do that, I want to take the words of Solomon, and talk about them in relationship to the words of Jesus.  But to start off I want to tell you a story.  And it doesn’t come from Solomon or from Jesus.  It comes from John Ortberg.  John’s a preacher I’m always reading and usually laughing at, especially when he tells a story like this one.  Listen.  

“Leon, Joseph and Clyde all suffered from a Messiah complex …  (The Life You’ve Always Wanted, pp 97-98) and the light of reality never shone very bright or lasted very long.”
I like that last line.  I like the part about the light of reality never shining bright enough or lasting long enough, because it helps me understand the first followers of Jesus and a lot of other followers of Jesus since then including myself.  In the story we read this morning from Mark, for example, the names aren’t Leon, Joseph, or Clyde.  The names are James and John.  And the setting isn’t a psychiatric hospital.  It’s a road somewhere on the journey between Galilee and Jerusalem.  But the story’s pretty much the same.  Here are two guys who don’t think they’re the Messiah.  They just think they’re good enough to be his two assistant Messiahs, one seated on his right and the other on his left.

And knowing what we know now about what it means to be the Messiah, we almost laugh when we read the story until we realize we’re all a little bit like James and John.  For all of us want to be great at something, don’t we?  We want to be great at school, or at work, great at sports or great at picking stocks, great in business, or great in bed.  We all want to be great at something.  

I went over to someone’s house for a Shepherd Group meeting a while ago.  And as I walked through the door I was greeted by a smell that was good enough to make me smile.  I remember telling my hostess, “Wow! Something smells good!”  And she smiled back at me and said, “I cook the greatest lasagna you’ll ever eat!”  You see, even if it’s a little thing, even if it’s just cooking lasagna, we all want to be great at something, don’t we?     

And it’s not a bad thing.  Psychologists tell us it’s an integral part of our individual personality, the desire to be great at something.  It’s part of what helps us differentiate ourselves from others and gives us a unique sense of self-worth.  We all want to be great, at something.
So did James and John.  And they saw their opportunity.  And they took it.  And you have to admire them for that.  Jesus did.  For instead of getting angry with them, he simply asked them two questions; two questions intended to show them and that a desire to be great isn’t wrong.  It just needs to be more than a fantasy.  It needs to deal with reality.  
So Jesus asks his two would be assistant Messiahs if they thought it through. “Are you able to drink the cup I drink?” he asks.  “Are you able to be baptized with my baptism?”   And James and John answer, “Sure!”  So Jesus promises them they will.    

Now I want you to notice something.  Up to this point in the conversation there’s nothing that’s been said that gives us any indication that Jesus thinks that James’ and John’s desire for greatness is a problem.  But then the story continues.  For the rest of the disciples, the ten, hear about the two.  And they’re the ones who get angry.  So Jesus addresses the situation.  “You know,” he says, “that in this world kings and officials lord it over the people beneath them.  But with
Do you see what he’s doing?  He’s beginning to re-define greatness.  He’s telling us it’s not what we think it is.  What we think is based on what we see.  And what we see is power and popularity and personal wealth.  People who’ve got it are people we call great.  But listen, Jesus says, if you want to follow me you got to see things differently.  
“Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant.  And whoever wants to be first must be the slave of all.  For I, the Son of Man, came not to be served, but to serve, and to give my life as ransom for many.”  So there it is.  A great life isn’t about success.  It’s about service.    
And now that Jesus has called, folks, it’s time for you and me to place our last bets.  To find a great life, will you bet on the hand held by Michael Jackson and Steve McNair?  They died a tragic death, that’s true.  But they lived a great life, at least according to the media and most of the people around them.  Will you bet your life they’re right?  Will you bet with the media and the majority?  Or will you bet with the Messiah?  
Because the Messiah says living a great life isn’t about success.    It’s about service.  And he’s very clear about this.  There’s not much room really for interpretation on this point.  So if you’re going to place your bet with Jesus, you’re going to have to go with his definition of a great life.  
It’s a gamble of course because you don’t know who’s telling the truth and who’s bluffing.  But this is one of the most important bets you’ll ever make.  So consider it carefully.  Every person has to lay down their chips, one way or the other.  Jesus has made his bid.  He’s asking you to make yours.  But before you do you might want to consider a bid that was made by a man named Solomon.  He made his bid one way, but then he changed it.  
In the Book of Ecclesiastes, we read that Solomon, during one of the seasons of his life bet himself that he could find the way to live a great life by himself.  And he did great things.  “I built huge homes for myself” he says.    And notice the word he uses is in the plural: homes.  Solomon’s telling you, “I built one for myself in Jerusalem, and one on the coast and one in the desert and one up north.”  And those are just the ones archaeologists have  found so far.

Then, Solomon says, I planted vineyards.  Of course there’s only one reason to plant vineyards for yourself.  Vineyards get planted to produce wine.  I wonder.  Do you think Solomon put his name on the label?  Do you think he called it Solomon’s Cabernet Savignon and served it to all of his guests?  

Then he says I got the gardening bug.  So I designed my own gardens.  Again, notice he’s not talking in the singular.  I suppose once you’ve designed one garden you can always imagine a greater one, can’t you?  

And at this point you’re probably sitting out there saying, “Wow, this guy’s got some pretty deep pockets!  And you’re right!  Just listen to him talk.  
“I collected silver and gold,” he says.  And I didn’t count it.  I just spent it.  There was always enough.  He had a ranch.  I bought “flocks and herds” for it, he tells us “and my herds were larger than anyone else.  But I wasn’t done yet.”  
“I hired people to serve me, men and women.  I had a personal trainer, a personal assistant, a personal masseuse, a personal chef.  I had it all.  Why I even hired singers.”  And I hope you understand.  Solomon didn’t buy a single performance.  He bought the label.  He bought the studio.  He built his own amphitheater and gave private concerts for himself and his friends.


“Oh,” he writes, “how I prospered!  Everything I wanted, I bought or I built.  I held nothing back.” And if Solomon were alive today what would we say about him?  We’d say he was an amazing man.  We’d say he was living a great life, wouldn’t we?  
But now we’re going to read Solomon’s words in Ecclesiastes 2:11.  And as we read the words again, take them for the simple truth from someone who’s really been there.  “But as I looked at everything,” Solomon writes, “everything I’d worked so hard to accomplish, it was all so meaningless.  It was like chasing the wind.”
Every couple of months it seems I hear a story about someone who wins the lottery and decides to chase the wind.  They go after what the world tells them is a great life.  They quit work.  They build their dream home in the city.  Then they buy a ranch and a house on the lake to have a place to go on the weekend.  They buy a new car to make the trip.  Maybe they buy two or three.  And you would think at some point someone would just tell them, “Hey look at your life!  Is a great life really just a matter of self-gratification!” 

You see the truth my friends is that the word self-gratification is an oxymoron.  It’s meaningless.  It’s a meaningless word made up to describe a meaningless way of life that’s been tried by Solomon and countless other people like Michael Jackson and Steve McNair only to find in the end when the personal pleasure ride is over, whatever it is, that life isn’t great.  Life is empty.  
So is there an alternative?  There is.  Change the way you define a great life.  Living a great life is not about living for yourself.  It’s about living beyond yourself.  It’s about living for others.  It’s about living to serve God’s purpose for your life and for the world around you.  As Solomon says in Ecclesiastes 2:25, “who can eat or enjoy anything apart from Him.”
You were made by God and you were made for a purpose beyond your own pleasure.  Do you believe that?  Then let me ask you again, as I close this sermon.  Where will you place your bet?  Where are your chips right now?  Is what you’re doing to live a great life now going to make you feel great 5 or 10 years from now?  Or will you end up saying to yourself like Solomon did, “As I looked again at everything I’d worked so hard to accomplish, it was all so meaningless.”
God is talking to us this morning folks.  He’s talking to people like you and me. He’s asking us to take a great gamble.  He’s asking us to gamble the rest of our lives on a definition of what it means to live a great life that’s very different than the definition most people around us in this world are working with.  He’s asking us to put all our chips on the table and re-direct our time, our energy, our plans, our money to serve His mission in our world.  

And he’s asking us to do it because he knows that in the end the only thing that will matter will be how each of our lives has served God’s kingdom, not the kingdom of this world, or the kingdom of me.  Are you willing to bet with him?  Or are you betting against him?  
Let’s pray ….
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