
Ecclesiastes 1:1-11, Philippians 3:12-21
The donkey race

I must have told you this memory about the earliest Christmasses when I
started going out with Jenny. I guess it’s one of those signs that a relationship is
getting serious. Not just that I had met Jenny’s parents, but that we were sufficient of
“an item” that I was invited to join that other family on Christmas Day.

Christmas Day at Jenny’s wasn’t so far different from what I was used to with
my own family. There were various cousins and aunties and uncles who might be
around, but one feature of Christmas at the Lukes was the presence of the older
generation. Two older gentlemen, Jenny’s grandfather and his brother, who now
shared a home together. Uncle Ernie had always been a bit simple, if we’re allowed
to put it that way nowadays, and that meant that they were even more a kind of a
“double act”. I still think of them rather in terms of those lovable old rascals from the
Muppet Show. Remember Statler and Waldorf, who always used to heckle from the
gallery?

But I was saved such embarrassment. I knew that I had “made it” into that
family when, later on on Christmas Day, Grandad reached out and ruffled my hair
and pronounced Pretty boy, in uh? If you’re not Cornish, “pretty boy” will probably
make you think more of a budgie or parrot, but locals used to use it to mean just
“good” or “useful” or “acceptable”, without too much necessary emphasis on being
“attractive” or even “cute”. So I’m sure I heard Grandad at some subsequent time
say something about someone having a “pretty ladder”, which I presume meant fine
and sturdy.

Anyway, Jenny had told me that all the cousins watched out for two particular
sayings that the old boys would come out with as the evening was drawing to a
close.  That’s where I got my title from: all over like a donkey race.

Now I’m not sure I’ve ever seen a donkey race, so I’m just imagining here.
Think about maybe a country fete, the kind of thing you’d see on Midsomer
Murders. I guess it’s talking about something with a lot of build-up, just as there is
with all the shopping and various preparations for Christmas. Eventually, the event
itself, which maybe doesn’t always live up to the grand expectations. A donkey race
isn’t going to be exactly the Grand National, but something a whole lot more rustic
and maybe even a bit shambolic. It all actually happens very quickly, compared with
the weeks of build-up. And then all you’re left with is the memory, a lot of trampled
grass, and probably quite a bit of clearing up to do. It’s really a very apt
description, this “all over like a donkey race”, so that’s probably why the phrase has
stuck with us over something like 50 years now.

So I saw on Facebook this week that some of our friends have proclaimed
Christmas over, because they’ve taken down the Christmas tree - and you can see
the ring of needles on the floor as the only sign that Christmas had come and gone
in their household. For us, Christmas is now so decidedly over that we’ve even
started eating the Christmas cake.
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But I think that in that Bible passage we read a few minutes back, we maybe
have the writings of someone who is looking back on life itself, and wondering if,
when all is said and done, life itself is a bit like a donkey race. Don’t you get that
feeling as The Preacher - as he calls himself - describes what looks very much like
something basically as aimless as the annual summer fayre donkey race? Listen up
once again, to the words of …

The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem.
(Ecclesiastes 1:1)

Here’s his theme for this strange book of the Bible. Not perhaps what you’d
expect from a Bible book, but this is deliberately written to be a provocative, almost
subversive view of how we could view life … at least, if we leave God out of the
picture - which is what I think we can understand when he uses the phrase “under
the sun”. So what does life “under the sun” add up to, Mr Preacher? His answer
seems pretty close to a big fat zero.

Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity.
(Ecclesiastes 1:2)

And he immediately explains what he means by that.

What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?
(Ecclesiastes 1:3)

It’s a lot of work, when it comes down to it - and it would have been harder
work in his day for most people, I’m sure. No NHS and no Welfare State: if your
crops didn’t grow in the summer, you went hungry through the winter. But … to what
overall point? To the Preacher, it just seems like you end up back where you started,
no further forward, no real progress made.

A generation goes, and a generation comes, but the earth remains
forever.

(Ecclesiastes 1:4)

This next one we can easily imagine nowadays, with time-lapse photography,
and the sun rising and setting over and over again:

The sun rises, and the sun goes down, and hastens to the place where it
rises.

(Ecclesiastes 1:5)

And the seasons. “The north wind doth blow … and we will have snow”
Those camellias that we saw already flowering at Trelissick last week may well have
a nasty surprise coming before too long.

The wind blows to the south and goes around to the north; around and
around goes the wind, and on its circuits the wind returns.
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(Ecclesiastes 1:6)

And here’s a wonderful bit of ancient observational science, what they call
“the water cycle” in schools nowadays.

All streams run to the sea, but the sea is not full; to the place where the
streams flow, there they flow again.

(Ecclesiastes 1:7)

It’s all a wonderful setup - like the Christmas Caves at West End
Departmental Stores that some of us will remember as kids, with their ever-flowing
streams pumped around - but where does it all get us? Nothing actually brings
satisfaction.

All things are full of weariness; a man cannot utter it; the eye is not
satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing.

(Ecclesiastes 1:8)

All this build-up about turkey and cranberry sauce, but by New Year’s Day
we’re fed up of it yet again … until next Christmas, most likely, when we’ll play the
same old game again.  That annual donkey race.

What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be
done, and there is nothing new under the sun.

(Ecclesiastes 1:9)

Folks, what’s left after the donkey race? Exactly the same that is left after
every donkey race, every year. Trampled grass and heaps of manure.

And if you believe that’s all there is to life - that life “under the sun”, as the
Preacher terms it - is all there is, then I would totally understand you getting more
and more depressed, year on year, as those ruts just seem to get deeper, and the
piles get stinkier.

But what The Preacher is trying to get us to do, I reckon, is to let our human
instincts kick in. Most of us feel deep down in our guts that there has to be more to
this life than just this, the endless hamster wheel of weeks and months and years
and decades just spinning on forever.

Of course, just feeling that way doesn’t necessarily make it so. But it surely
prompts us to ask the question: if there is something more to it … then just what is
that something?

And I’d like to give you an answer to that from the Bible. Not Ecclesiastes,
which is much more geared towards pricking us into thinking about our human life
circumstances, and asking the necessary questions. But we had an answer given in
the passage we looked at last Sunday morning.  What makes life worth living?

3



For to me to live is Christ, …
(Philippians 1:21)

Paul, the writer of those words, has found something to totally transform his
view of life and its meaning. He fills us in with some more details about that later on
in that letter he wrote. He had reckoned that life had a meaning before, but a very
different one. He had been intensely religious, he tells us. Listen up to what he says
about his background before he met Jesus Christ.

… circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a
persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless.

(Philippians 3:5-6)

There’s a man who was the pinnacle of righteousness, according to Jewish
thinking. The credentials that he couldn’t do anything about - his birth, his ancestry,
and all of that - were still all gleamingly triple-A rated. “A Hebrew of Hebrews”, he
says - like a stick of rock with kosher written all the way down through it.

And the things he was responsible for, his own personal choices … well, you
can see where his “zeal” led him: to keep every commandment that had been
codified as how God’s people ought to live, even down to the minutest nick-picking
detail: blameless, he says. And willing to go to any lengths necessary to crack down
on anyone interpreting things differently. It led to more than just violence; it became
a personal vendetta. Even after a general persecution of the followers of Jesus had
started, Paul was very personally involved. He didn’t just leave it to the Jewish
authorities; he wanted to be vindictively involved:

But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the
Lord, went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues at
Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, men or women, he
might bring them bound to Jerusalem.

(Acts 9:1-2)

But that is what Paul - or still using the Jewish version of his name there, Saul
- was.  But he was changed.  As he also records.

But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.
(Philippians 3:7)

All those things that he had counted as working in his favour, he now threw
away.  He moved on to something far, far better:

Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.

(Philippians 3:8)
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And in comparison, everything else is worthless rubbish (to put it politely -
think of those piles of donkey droppings!):

For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as
rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes
through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith …

(Philippians 3:8-9)

And ultimately having a direction to the whole of his life:

… that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the
dead.

(Philippians 3:11)

Not endless circles, not a hamster wheel, but an arrow, a direction, a
purpose.

But Paul needs to make sure his readers regard this as a work still in
progress. He’s not claiming that is already operating on some special higher level.
No, for all that he is an apostle, he is still exactly like us in this regard. There is an
arrow and a direction to his life, but it has to be followed. There is a new purpose,
but it has to be pursued.

Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press
on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.

(Philippians 3:12)

In passing, just note that something that should give believers in Christ an
immense amount of comfort. We are told to press on, according to Paul’s example,
yes, but that is not in order for you or me to secure our salvation. It is a response to
something that Jesus Christ has already done. We do not need to make ourselves
his people. He has already done that. He has claimed you for his own already. He
has taken the initiative - just like the way you can look back into the OT and see God
promising to take care of his people, no matter how difficult a path he sends them
along.  How is that?

But now thus says the LORD, he who created you, O Jacob, he who
formed you, O Israel: “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by
name, you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and
through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you;

when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall
not consume you. For I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, your
Saviour.

(Isaiah 43:1-3)

So, says Paul, I press on, on the basis of that confidence. Because Christ
has claimed me, I follow him.
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… I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his
own.

(Philippians 3:12)

And he now gives us a bit of insight into how that works out in his life. Some
practical points for us to take home today, that will be. Different aspects of Paul’s
new focus to his life, his one thing that he does.

Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I
do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead,

(Philippians 3:13)

Notice a two-directional approach. It is not just about going forward. There is
a deliberate choice about what is in the past, too.

Forgetting what lies behind, then. Is he saying that he deliberately shreds
his diaries at the end of a year? He refuses to think about anything in the past? I
can’t see how that would make sense. What about lessons that he has learned?
Have you got to refuse to act based on the accumulation of wisdom? I think what
he’s getting at has to be to not let the past knock you off course when it comes to the
present.

It’s possible that you can be too positive about your past. Perhaps you look
back, and, for the most part, you see successes. You see stuff that you’ve done in
church life that makes you feel you’re actually quite an asset to have around. The
church needs people like you. God needs people like you. You’re doing him quite a
favour by being so useful to him.

And actually that’s going to be rather fatal to your usefulness in the future.
The more we feel that we are comfortably competent for ministry (of whatever kind),
the less we will actually be useful. It will become more about my ministry than his
people and his glory. Although God does have one very useful trick up his sleeve in
cases like this: no matter what you can do, he can put you in a situation where you
know you are just totally out of your depth

For we do not want you to be unaware, brothers, of the affliction we
experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly burdened beyond our strength that
we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of
death. But that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises
the dead.

(2 Corinthians 1:8-9)

But if being too positive about your past is a snare for some, I think for most
people it is a question of the very opposite: too negative, feeling that your past is
still clinging to you and pulling you down. Things that you know you did last week, or
last month, or last year, or way back in your teens, even … they still come back to
your memories … they maybe still bring a slight blush to your cheeks. And you feel

6



you are just not fit for the Kingdom of God. Maybe it was a secret sexual sin that
nobody around knows about - but you still know about it, and it still torments you.
Maybe it was that you only very marginally didn’t commit that sin, but you’re still
shamed about how close a call it was.

It’s amazing how superstitious we can still be. I remember speaking to
someone a while back who had just been diagnosed with cancer. Was it, they said,
or could it be … that God is punishing them for that episode of adultery years ago?

Folks, I do not believe God is like that. He isn’t looking for some sly and
sneaky way to still get you for something that you’ve sneakily asked for forgiveness
for and he’s been forced to forgive. No, he actually does want to forgive you, and
that involves leaving that past as past. See how letting these failures of the past stay
remembered can damage your walk with Christ now.

For if these qualities are yours and are increasing, they keep you from
being ineffective or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. For
whoever lacks these qualities is so nearsighted that he is blind, having
forgotten that he was cleansed from his former sins.

(2 Peter 1:8-9)

Folks, remember, remember, that God deals with sins fully when he forgives
you through Christ. Your sins are fully paid for, only not by yourself. God will break
his own laws of justice if he seeks to extract again from you what has already been
paid in full by the blood of Christ.

For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his steadfast
love toward those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far does
he remove our transgressions from us.

(Psalms 103:11-12)

Folks, it might not be the memories of sins that are still pulling you down.
There are all kinds of wrongs or harms that you may have suffered, or that you may
have participated in inflicting, but there is sufficient grace in Christ to deal with and
cover every one of them. Some might take weeks or months or years to work
through, but here’s the bottom-line facts:

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and
to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

(1 John 1:9)

“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in
weakness.”

(2 Corinthians 12:9)

Or as a little song we have sometimes sung puts it:

He took all my sin and shame
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When he died and rose again

So, forgetting what lies behind.  What instead?

But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to
what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of
God in Christ Jesus.

(Philippians 3:13-14)

See how Paul writes this here? The one thing he does is to press on. He
does that by those two -ing words in the previous clause, forgetting what lies
behind, and straining forward to what lies ahead.

So, folks, we’ve looked at what lies behind, and how it can drag along behind
and slow us down. What lies ahead, though, in contrast, which should make us
more eagerly press on? I think we get a hint toward the end of this section, if we
read on. First, consider the end, the destination, the fate, of those who have decided
to reject Jesus:

For many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you even with
tears, walk as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their end is destruction, their
god is their belly, and they glory in their shame, with minds set on earthly
things.

(Philippians 3:18-19)

But here is the contrast. What is it to follow Jesus, instead of rejecting him?
What are the consequences of that going to be? What will cause us to strain
forwards because we desire this?

But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await a Saviour, the Lord
Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body to be like his glorious body,
by the power that enables him even to subject all things to himself.

(Philippians 3:20-21)

Folks, this year, if you feel you want out from the hamster cage or the rat
race of life, think about this. Our horizons are not circular, like the dreary picture
painted for us by The Preacher of Ecclesiastes, pointing out so clearly how pointless
life “under the sun”, without the light of Jesus Christ in your life. Life is not an
endless succession of donkey races to eventually weary of.  Instead, this …

But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await a Saviour, the Lord
Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body to be like his glorious body,
by the power that enables him even to subject all things to himself.

(Philippians 3:20-21)

tells us what we have become already, citizens of a different country, awaiting
removal from our current discomforts and dissatisfactions - and a new, renewed,
improved, aches-and-painless body fit for those new surroundings. But better than
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simply salvation, we have a Saviour. The Lord Jesus Christ. Paul gives him his
full title.

The Lord Jesus Christ. Who will make heaven heaven. And who will make
even this life worth living.
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