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ECCLESIASTES 
Making Sense of Life and Death 
Leonard Davis 
 



CAN I FIND MEANING? 
Ecclesiastes 1:1-4, 12-14; 2:1-3, 12-14, 24-26 

 
 All of us have seen the cartoons where one of the characters climbs up to the top of a 
mountain peak to ask some bearded elder “What is the meaning of life?”  People have been 
trying to answer that question since there have been people.  Philosophers have written volumes 
on the subject.  Religions have grown out of such philosophies and yet most people do not know 
the meaning or purpose of life. Why do we get up every morning, why do we do what we do?  
One of the significant problems that people are finding in the philosophies being put forth by 
many in this time in which we live is that life has no purpose, therefore, suicide is the ultimate 
answer.  There have been laws suit against rock groups because some teenagers committed 
suicide after having listened to a recording that had a subliminal message about suicide.   Suicide 
is a leading cause of death in teenagers.  They are at the age where they are asking questions 
about the purpose of life.   
 Some people (and this may be the majority) have concluded that the purpose of life is to 
stay alive from day to day.  There are a lot of people that will tell you that they are just “take one 
day at a time.”  This philosophy is usually stated after some tragedy has happened:  a parent 
loses a child, a couple is divorced, a spouse dies and whatever purpose in life the person had 
before is now disrupted and the objective has become survival.  That philosophy may be 
appropriate for the grief periods in a person's life until a better meaning can be found.  Some 
people take the attitude that the purpose of life is pleasure.  You grab all the gusto you can 
because you only go around once in life. Others search for meaning in life in their work, fraternal 
organization, social clubs, service organizations, and even in organized religion.  These activities 
fail to ultimately satisfy because we humans are more than animals and have potential and 
purpose in becoming more than human.  The true meaning of life really has cosmic significance 
and is related to our place in the Kingdom of God.  
 The Book of Ecclesiastes is about the meaning  of life and the search for it.  Most 
Biblical scholars believe that Solomon was the author and in this work he referred to himself as 
“the Preacher.”  The Hebrew word for this is Koheleth which is the designation of an official 
speaker who calls an assembly.  The English title for this book (Ecclesiastes) is derived from the 
Greek word for assembly (ekklesia) which is normally translated as “church” in the New 
Testament.  In the Hebrew tradition, the Koheleth did more than present a speech, he carried on a 
debate with himself in which he presented ideas and then viewed each idea from various 
perspectives in order to fully understand the concept.  
 The book looks at the attempt to find life's purpose by a variety of means:  work, wealth 
(materialism), wantonness (pleasure seeking), and acquiring wisdom (intellectual pursuits).  This 
sounds very much like today.  We have people today who are pursuing all these avenues trying 
to find meaning in life.  Take education for example.  We have convinced ourselves that the 
solution to all the societal problems is to just provide a good education for people.  This 
approach has given us people who can better express their feeling of futility and frustrations.  
Education has not solved the question of the purpose of life.   It has given us smarter crooks 
rather than making people better.  
 
Life Can Seem Pointless - 1:1-4 
1 The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem. 2 “Vanity of vanities,” says the Preacher, “Vanity 
of vanities! All is vanity.” 3 What advantage does man have in all his work Which he does under the sun? 4 A 
generation goes and a generation comes, But the earth remains forever.  Ecclesiastes 1:1-4 (NASB95) 



 Can you hear the frustration of the writer of Ecclesiastes?  Many people attempt to find 
meaning in life through their career or job or their work.  Think how many times you have 
described someone by their profession.  “He's a doctor. He's a lawyer.  He's an actor. He's a 
salesman.”  It is as if we are saying that what a person does to earn a living gives meaning to his 
or her life. Solomon was saying that such an outlook or attitude is absolutely wrong!  What you 
do for a living is not what gives your life meaning.  Your profession, your career, your job is 
totally meaningless in defining what sort of person you are and your worth as a person.  Vanity 
of vanities – that's what it (all your labor) is worth.  What you do for a living really does not 
make that much difference in determining who you are.  I think that those who are retired can see 
this truth more clearly than those that are still involved in job and career.  Things that matter 
must be related to a higher purpose than the physical world and making a living and just the day-
in and day-out routine of life.  
 In verse four, Solomon identified one of the contributing factors to a sense of vanity and 
this is monotony of life.  Things do “come and go” or tend to have a cyclical nature to them.  
Seasons come and go.  Generations come and go. The sun comes and goes.  Even the wind and 
water seem to cycle about which they indeed do.  If this is all that we can see, then we can get 
the idea that life is not going anywhere except in circles.  On the other hand, we have seen a lot 
of change in our life time; however, this has been an unusual time in the history of man.  Most of 
man's history has been so slow in developments that it would appear to a person that nothing 
changed in his lifetime but everything had a weary sameness.  This is the attitude that can 
develop if we concentrate too much on the material things and not enough on the spiritual.  A 
strictly secular society sans any sense of the spiritual cannot survive. The futility and frustration 
will drive people to apathy and the social structure to disintegration.  
 While much of life and nature have definite cyclical aspects, it is a mistake to think of 
these in terms of a circle that never changes.  A better picture is that of a helix which, while 
going in circles, also progresses in a forward motion that is moving toward an endpoint or 
purpose.   
 
Experience Seems to Affirm Futility – 1:12-14; 2:1-3 
12 I, the Preacher, have been king over Israel in Jerusalem. 13 And I set my mind to seek and explore by wisdom 
concerning all that has been done under heaven. It is a grievous task which God has given to the sons of men to be 
afflicted with. 14 I have seen all the works which have been done under the sun, and behold, all is vanity and striving 
after wind.   Ecclesiastes 1:12-14 (NASB95) 
1 I said to myself, “Come now, I will test you with pleasure. So enjoy yourself.” And behold, it too was futility. 2 I 
said of laughter, “It is madness,” and of pleasure, “What does it accomplish?” 3 I explored with my mind how to 
stimulate my body with wine while my mind was guiding me wisely, and how to take hold of folly, until I could see 
what good there is for the sons of men to do under heaven the few years of their lives.  Ecclesiastes 2:1-3 (NASB95) 
 So far this seeker of the purpose and meaning of life has concluded that it is not found in 
job or career and it is not found in nature.  Perhaps one could devote his or her life to learning 
and understanding how things work.  Solomon had studied the situation of “all things that are 
done under heaven.”  Considering the limitation of scientific equipment of that day, we inwardly 
chuckle at the idea that he thought he had studied everything.  He had studied enough to know 
that the world that God has created and put in our charge is overwhelmingly complex – “what a 
heavy burden God has laid on men.”  We are to exercise dominion over the earth and to really do 
that we have to understand it.  Solomon realized that it was a big job that a person could spend a 
lifetime and still not know the real depth of how complex it is.  He saw futility in seeking 
wisdom or getting involved in intellectual pursuits.  He realized that he could not learn enough to 
make a difference.  I would imagine that many scientists today may have similar feelings.  They 



spend large portions of their life studying one small aspect of science and they may never see 
any fruit of their labor.  They keep at it, however, because they see themselves as part of a bigger 
picture of overall discovery that will eventually bring benefit to mankind (life is not a circle, but 
a helix).  There is an element of faith in what they do.  This element of faith may be what was 
missing in Solomon's frustration.  He did not have the big picture of what God is doing and that 
each of us has perhaps a small but significant part to play in His purpose.  When we think that 
what we do is the center of things and that everything depends on us, then we can become very 
pessimistic in our outlook. Solomon thought that he was the smartest and best informed king 
there had ever been and since he realized that even he was very limited in what he could do, 
therefore, it must be that all of what other people could do is vanity.  When we come to realize 
that God is at the center and that He is in control and that He is not limited, then we can rest in 
the knowledge of that truth and find meaning in being in His will.  
 If “wisdom” doesn’t get the job done, then maybe the answer is in “wantonness” or 
pleasure seeking.  Where do you think our nation is headed today?  Are we on the path to greater 
wisdom or toward wantonness?  Some media outlets will occasionally do a “person on the street” 
interview and we find it amazing how many people seem to be totally unaware of what is 
happening in the world around them.  The only thing that has any interest for them is in finding 
the newest way to have a “good time.”   
 Solomon was limited to wine, women and song.  People, today, have become very 
inventive in finding new ways to stimulate their senses and attempts by society or government to 
control the excesses which can endanger the “seekers” as well as others have failed miserably.  
One of the differences in what Solomon did that is different from what is happening today is that 
Solomon was experimenting with various things (or we could say that he was testing life) to 
evaluate the results as opposed to just being addicted to the sensual responses produced by the 
stimulants.  His conclusion was that pleasure seeking was nothing but foolishness or the opposite 
of intellectual pursuits and it was also futile.   
 Solomon also considered work (employment) and the resulting accumulation of wealth 
and materialism to be just as futile as wisdom and wantonness as we can see in verses four 
through eleven in this chapter.  The conclusion to which he came is summed up in the idea 
expressed in verse eleven that all of what was done under the sun was vanity and amounted to 
something like trying to catch the wind.  If you could catch the wind, all you would have would 
be a bag of air.  It would no longer be wind but just air.  Someone had said that vanity was all 
that is left when a bubble bursts.  
 Many people spend their lives learning, working, accumulating, and going for all the 
gusto they can only to have a serious sense of emptiness and futility as they consider what they 
have really accomplished in their life.  
 
Trust in God’s Blessings – 2:12-14, 24-26 
12 So I turned to consider wisdom, madness and folly; for what will the man do who will come after the king except 
what has already been done? 13 And I saw that wisdom excels folly as light excels darkness. 14 The wise man’s eyes 
are in his head, but the fool walks in darkness. And yet I know that one fate befalls them both.  Ecclesiastes 2:12-14 
(NASB95) 
24 There is nothing better for a man than to eat and drink and tell himself that his labor is good. This also I have seen 
that it is from the hand of God. 25 For who can eat and who can have enjoyment without Him? 26 For to a person who 
is good in His sight He has given wisdom and knowledge and joy, while to the sinner He has given the task of 
gathering and collecting so that he may give to one who is good in God’s sight. This too is vanity and striving after 
wind.  Ecclesiastes 2:24-26 (NASB95)  
 After Solomon had concluded that everything that man does under the sun is vanity and 



futility, he turned his attention to look at life from a slightly different perspective.  Starting in 
verse twelve we see a comparison of wisdom and folly or madness.  What can we learn by 
comparing the two that could be passed on to others who will be around after we are gone?  The 
conclusion to which Solomon came was that wisdom is far superior to foolishness in spite of the 
fact that we have no assurance that what we pass on to others will be followed by our children or 
people who replace us in our job when we retire.  That was certainly the case for Solomon.  His 
son Rehoboam did not use the accumulated wisdom of Solomon when he came to the throne and 
began to rule Israel.  Rehoboam followed the path of folly by ignoring what his father had learn.  
He would have demonstrated wisdom by building on what Solomon had learned and life would 
have been better for everyone.  Instead of using his eyes to following what was in plain sight, 
Rehoboam wound up groping around in the darkness of his own ignorance and he, as well as the 
nation, suffered because of such foolishness.  Rehoboam’s approach that he had to relearn what 
Solomon had already documented was the result of following the “life is like a circle” 
philosophy.   
 Even if those who come after us choose the path of wisdom, the end result (while it is 
better than foolishness) was concluded by Solomon to be still futile since both the foolish and 
wise eventually die – or “one fate befalls them both.”  This certainty of death only added to the 
sense of vanity and Solomon concluded that he hated life.  This was somewhat of a miserable 
state of thinking in that while he hated or was disgusted with life, he wanted to avoid death.  This 
is where people can end up by only considering that which is under the sun.  If our perspective is 
limited to this world and this life and we have no promise or hope of eternity and heaven, then 
we despair of living and dying.   
 Solomon went through the same analysis with regard to wealth and concluded that wealth 
is better than poverty; however, since we all die and leave the wealth to someone else, then this 
is also vanity and chasing after the wind.  Again, the problem lies in the perspective of being 
limited to this world and this life and not realizing that we should be laying up for ourselves 
treasures in heaven.   
   As we examine Solomon’s words starting in verse 24, we see the first of six conclusions 
to which he came in this debate with himself about the meaning and purpose of life.  Each 
conclusion is that we need to accept life for what it is as a gift from God and to enjoy what we 
have in the will of God.  Even though life is more than just eating, sleeping, and going to work, 
we can find pleasure in such activities if we approach them with a realization that they are not 
the ultimate goals in life.  If life had no higher meaning or purpose, then all really would be 
vanity, emptiness, meaninglessness.  God has given us a destination, a goal and a purpose that 
are tied to Himself and His purpose and in Jesus Christ we find life with a purpose.  
 
 

FINDING FULFILLMENT IN LIFE 
Ecclesiastes 3:1, 10-14; 4:9-12, 5:1-7 

 
 You’ve heard the question regarding a glass containing water at the mid-level.  Is the 
glass half filled or half empty?  The answer a person gives is supposed to tell the questioner if 
that person is a pessimist or an optimist.  I’m not sure how accurate that assessment is, but we do 
realize that many people have a sense of emptiness in their life (regardless of what happens) and 
others have a sense of fulfillment (regardless of what happens).  Most people are somewhere in 
the middle and how they feel about emptiness or fulfillment actually depends on what happens or 



doesn’t happen.  We might conclude that some are always low, some are always elated, and most 
are on an emotional roller coaster.   
 What makes the difference if we are perpetually down, always up or oscillating?  The 
simple answer is that our perspective on or of life determines how we process what is going on 
around us.  If we think that everything is ultimately futile and we live and die and that’s it, then 
we may have a generally negative view of life and are unable to enjoy even the simplest of 
pleasures.  For example, several years ago I had commented to another person that the fall colors 
in our area were just spectacular.  The comment that came back was, “well, that’s not going to 
last very long.”  On the other hand, if we believe that heaven is our home and this time on earth 
is how God is getting us ready to live with Him forever, then we can “rejoice in all things.”  
Those in the middle probably have not given a lot thought to the bigger picture beyond what 
happens “right now” and they are “elated” when the sun is bright or it is the weekend and they 
are “despondent” when it is raining or it is Monday morning.  You’ve heard the song that has the 
lyrics “rainy days and Mondays get me down.”  The first verse is “Talkin' to myself and feeling 
old. Sometimes I'd like to quit; Nothing ever seems to fit; Hangin' around, nothing to do but 
frown; Rainy days and Mondays always get me down.”  That’s a fairly accurate commentary on 
how many people feel about and approach life.   
 In Solomon’s debate with himself regarding the meaning of life, he examined the 
question from a prospective of the cyclical nature of life and how we might put it all in a proper 
perspective.   
 
Time is Opportunity – 3:1, 10-14 
1 There is an appointed time for everything. And there is a time for every event under heaven—  Ecclesiastes 3:1 
(NASB95) 
10 I have seen the task which God has given the sons of men with which to occupy themselves. 11 He has made 
everything appropriate in its time. He has also set eternity in their heart, yet so that man will not find out the work 
which God has done from the beginning even to the end. 12 I know that there is nothing better for them than to 
rejoice and to do good in one’s lifetime; 13 moreover, that every man who eats and drinks sees good in all his labor—
it is the gift of God. 14 I know that everything God does will remain forever; there is nothing to add to it and there is 
nothing to take from it, for God has so worked that men should fear Him.  Ecclesiastes 3:10-14 (NASB95) 
 Is time a threat or is it an opportunity?  Some may see time as a threat from a perspective 
of the futility of life and that (according to their outlook) things are going to get worse and not 
better.  A really bad case of such pessimism could lead to suicide.  If we conclude that nothing 
good can come from our circumstances and thing are only going to get worse, then they may 
wind up with the conclusion that Job reached that it would have been better if they had never 
lived.  A less pessimistic view of time as a threat would be from the perspective of those who are 
doing well and enjoying life and they realize that life is short and it will all be over in a few 
decades.   
 A better perspective is that time is one of our most valuable resources.  It is the 
opportunity for getting ourselves prepared for eternity and what happens in this realm of time is a 
whole spectrum of other opportunities.  As Solomon expressed it in verses two through eight 
there is a time for living and a time for dying.  If we go back to the glass of water, we might say 
there is a time for filling and a time for emptying.  So what is the answer to the question of “is 
the glass half full or half empty?”  The correct answer is that (based on the information 
provided), you cannot tell.  It depends on the circumstances.  Was the glass being filled or was it 
being emptied?  You have to know the context of the bigger picture to assess whether something 
is good or bad.  Things in and of themselves cannot be judged to be good or bad without a proper 
context.   



 That brings us to the question of what is the proper context for viewing everything that 
happens under the sun?  Starting in verse 10 and continuing into verse 11 we see a context 
starting to develop.  First, we see that God is the initiator of the circumstances of our lives and 
the “tasks” or work that we need to do in this realm of time.  The word for tasks is translated 
travail in the KJV and there is an implication of some unpleasantness or hard work (toil) in the 
Hebrew meaning.  This toil aspect can be traced back to the fact that mankind (Adam) sinned 
and the result was that he would earn his bread by the sweat of his brow.  This hard work or 
travail is part of the process of preparing us for eternity.  If everything were simply handed to us, 
then there would be not growth or development or progress and everything would really go into a 
mode of deterioration which would lead to despair and hopelessness.   
 The second thing we see is that beyond providing “what” happens, God also is in control 
of “when” it happens.  For example, there is a time for planting and a time for reaping.  The third 
part of the context is found in the second part of verse 11.  Most translations essentially say that 
God has given man an awareness of the reality of the spiritual or eternal realm (He has set 
eternity in the heart of man) but man is not capable of understanding the overall purpose of God 
from the beginning of time to the end of time.  Young’s Literal Translation renders this part of 
verse 11 as “that knowledge (of eternity) He hath put in their heart without which man finds not 
out the work that God hath done from the beginning even unto the end.”  According to this 
translation, the knowledge (that God is in control and that life is more than just this earthly 
experience) allows us to have an appreciation of what God is doing with mankind.  We have 
some understand and appreciation of God’s overall plan and we have called it God’s Plan of 
Salvation.   
 If we have an appreciation of God’s plan of salvation and realize that “all things do really 
work together for good” then how should we respond to the ups and downs of life and the 
experiences we have?  Solomon spells it out in verse twelve.  Rejoice in whatever happens and 
do what we can to make the world and life around us better than we found it throughout our life.  
In addition, we should enjoy the fruit of our labor and accept both the labor and harvest as gifts 
from God.  The final thing is for us to realize that we are not going to improve on God’s plan and 
we don’t need to try to find another means of salvation.  What He has done is complete and 
perfect and when we see that His plan is both necessary and sufficient, then we will have that 
proper respect that is akin to the confidence a small child has in his or her parents upon whom he 
is totally dependent.  This is the filial fear or family respect that children have for their father in a 
healthy family relationship.   
 
True Friends Can Help – 4:9-12 
9 Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor. 10 For if either of them falls, the one will 
lift up his companion. But woe to the one who falls when there is not another to lift him up. 11 Furthermore, if two 
lie down together they keep warm, but how can one be warm alone? 12 And if one can overpower him who is alone, 
two can resist him. A cord of three strands is not quickly torn apart.  Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 (NASB95) 
 Once we see a proper perspective of why we are here on this earth and what life is about, 
then that should influence how we interrelate with other people.  Starting in chapter four, 
Solomon looked at a spectrum of how people relate to each other.  In the early verses of this 
chapter, he examined oppression of the powerless by the powerful.  Such injustice causes those 
who are afflicted to despair of living.  They conclude that they would be better off dead than 
alive.  This could be the motivation for revolution.  As Patrick Henry stated in the Virginia 
Convention of 1775, “Give me liberty or give me death.”   
 From the courts and legal system, Solomon then examined what happens in the business 



world or commerce. He saw two extremes of people.  One is the person who is driven by greed 
or a competitive spirit who thinks that success is getting ahead of his neighbor.  It is the drive to 
be number one.  Striving for excellence is a good thing if the motive is right.  If achieving 
excellence is an expression of worship and appreciation of the bounty and blessings from God, 
rather than selfish pride from a fleshly competitive spirit, then that is a good thing.  The other 
type is the foolish person who will do nothing other than consume all his resources and this 
guarantees no success but continued idleness and pleasure seeking.  This method of functioning 
only works when there are injustices such as forced redistribution of wealth from the producers 
to the consumers.  Solomon’s conclusion was that it was better to be balanced in that we should 
have a time for hard work and a time for relaxation.   
 The third area Solomon examined was how we should relate to others in general in life.  
A person can try to be totally independent and self-sufficient.  They live alone, work alone, never 
enjoy what they have, accumulate wealth and they really have no one with whom they can share 
their success.  Solomon saw that as vanity.   
 Then we come to verses 9-12 and see a better approach to life and that is to involve 
others and enjoy the benefits of cooperation and mutual help.  Having a close friend or business 
partner or member of your family on whom you can rely is a great comfort and results in less 
stress in our lives.  In a time when it was dangerous to travel because of thieves that might be 
roaming about, having two or three people traveling together made a lot of sense.  If we bring 
this idea up to modern times, we could say that having your neighbors watch your house when 
you are on vacation provides some security when there are people who might try to break in to 
steal things from your house.   
 Having a good understanding and a good perspective on life certainly helps us in the 
“here and now,” but it also gives was a better understanding of our relationship to God that really 
sets the tone and attitude of our lives.   
 
God Alone is Worthy – 5:1-7 
1 Guard your steps as you go to the house of God and draw near to listen rather than to offer the sacrifice of fools; 
for they do not know they are doing evil. 2 Do not be hasty in word or impulsive in thought to bring up a matter in 
the presence of God. For God is in heaven and you are on the earth; therefore let your words be few. 3 For the dream 
comes through much effort and the voice of a fool through many words. 4 When you make a vow to God, do not be 
late in paying it; for He takes no delight in fools. Pay what you vow! 5 It is better that you should not vow than that 
you should vow and not pay. 6 Do not let your speech cause you to sin and do not say in the presence of the 
messenger of God that it was a mistake. Why should God be angry on account of your voice and destroy the work of 
your hands? 7 For in many dreams and in many words there is emptiness. Rather, fear God.  Ecclesiastes 5:1-7 
(NASB95) 
 While our relationships and interactions with other people impact our lives and their 
lives, the most significant relationship is with our Creator.  If we really want to find fulfillment 
in life, then it is important that we pay attention to what has to be the first priority of our human 
existence.  Unless that relationship is right, then everything we do in our interactions with others 
will be hindered.  Solomon recognized that dealing with God is not the same as dealing with 
other people.  When we interact with a fellow worker, we can present our ideas and listen to his 
ideas and debate an issue that may be of concern.  This is not the right approach in dealing with 
God.  We are not equals.  The starting point for interacting with the Almighty is to listen and 
heed what He says.  When a person tries to argue with God regarding how life is to be lived, he 
simply proves how foolish he is.  Solomon called this the sacrifice of fools.  For example, we see 
such foolishness in today’s world where many are advocating that character does not count for 
those in leadership and that the most important consideration for someone in policy making 



positions is that they are advocates for abortion (falsely call women’s health issues) and 
acceptance of the legitimacy of homosexual behavior.  Whatever disagrees with God and His 
word is deemed as “evil.”  These “foolish” people are suffering from gross ignorance in that they 
do not even know that what they are doing is evil.   
 Solomon was concerned that our prayers can be “impulsive” rather than well-thought-out 
petitions to the God of all creation.  Warren Weirsbe, in his book entitled Be Satisfied noted that 
if we were given a chance to go ask the president of the country for a favor, then we would put a 
lot of thought and careful consideration into what we would request.  John Bunyan noted in 
Pilgrim’s Progress that “it is better to have a heart without words rather than words without a 
heart.”  If we have a legitimate and well-thought-out request that has been developed from 
careful consideration and application of what we know to be the revealed will of God, then that 
desired objective or “dream” is what we should bring to God.  The other alternative is that the 
one who is praying is just mouthing empty words that result in nothing (vanity).  This may be 
related to the words of the Psalmist in Psalms 37:4 “Delight yourself in the LORD and he will 
give you the desires of your heart.”  If we substitute the word “dreams” for “desires” in this 
verse, then the relationship is evident.   
 This same thoughtful and careful consideration applied to the desires of our heart should 
also impact any vow we make to God.  Just as any contract and the consequences should be 
carefully considered before making a commitment, a vow to God must be carefully done.  We 
have a tendency to have greater respect (fear) of a contract with another person than we do with a 
contract made to God.  It is better to make no vows than make a vow that we either do not intend 
to keep or one that we might neglect.   
 The bottom line is that having many dreams and many words (vows) that have not been 
thoroughly considered results in a lot of emptiness and vanity.  Such behavior when applied in 
our dealing with God shows a blatant lack of respect for Him and our relationship to Him.  That 
is just the opposite of Solomon’s admonition to “fear God.”   
 
 

WHERE ARE WE HEADED? 
Ecclesiastes 5:8-20; 6:10-12 

 
 The longest journey begins with a single step.  With every step we take, we can change 
the direction in which we are headed.  The major influence of the choices of which direction we 
take with each step should be the location of our intended destination.  The next most influential 
matters in the direction we take (with each individual step) are probably the accessibility of a 
path and our ability to negotiate or travel that path.  There may be obstacles in the most direct 
path to our intended destination and we have to go around these.  Whenever we have altered the 
direct path because of circumstances, we need to be careful to realign our direction back toward 
the original goal and not allow the obstacles we encounter to cause a permanent change in our 
life’s direction that can result in our failing to end up at the right place at the end of the trip.   
 We could label the minor path adjustments that are sometimes needed to get around an 
obstacle as “compromise.”  Of course, we all know that we should not allow “compromise” to 
become the normal behavior or we will find ourselves headed in the wrong direction in life.   
 
Headed Toward Dishonesty? – 5:8-9 
8 If you see oppression of the poor and denial of justice and righteousness in the province, do not be shocked at the 
sight; for one official watches over another official, and there are higher officials over them. 9 After all, a king who 



cultivates the field is an advantage to the land.  Ecclesiastes 5:8-9 (NASB95) 
 In the larger context of Solomon’s arguments regarding the futility of striving to obtain 
material wealth, he had pointed out in the initial part of Chapter five that such efforts can fail 
because of our own bad judgment such as making vows to God that we don’t keep and He 
prevents us from succeeding.  This fits the generally accepted truth that “blessings follow 
obedience.”  Beyond what we do to ourselves by poor decisions, people have to deal with the 
fact of corruption in government or other places where people can exercise control of others.   
 Most of the world operates on the basis of bribing those in charge (authority) if anything 
gets accomplished.  Such corruption can go beyond just having to pay bribes.  We are seeing 
imposition of penalties for failure to follow ridiculous governmental mandates.  The more 
governmental control that is allowed in a nation, the greater will be the corruption.  This gets 
back to the observation of John Dalberg-Acton that “power corrupts and absolute power corrupts 
absolutely.”  Such behavior was noted by the prophet Samuel when the nation of Israel was 
clamoring to have a king.  He told them that a king would take their wealth and resources from 
them and give these to those who served the king.  This is how redistribution of wealth works.  
When power is concentrated in government, then the dishonesty of those in power results in 
denial of justice.  
 Solomon knew this was going on and he argued that no one should be surprised that it 
was happening.  In fact, he was a beneficiary of the whole system of corruption that started with 
the lowest official acting unjustly so they could pay off or bribe the next level of officials who 
passed along part of the unjust acquisitions to the next level and the “buck” literally did stop at 
the level of the king.   
  The justification of such behavior, according to Solomon, was that even a corrupt 
government was better than no government at all (anarchy).  This is the same argument that is 
being put forward in today’s environment that we have to have all these government regulations 
and rules and encroachment on our basic freedoms because it is the cost of having security from 
terrorists or “those who are operating outside of the system” – read that as “criminal elements.”  
 The ideal situation is described by Warren Weirsbe as “to have a government that is both 
honest and efficient.”  He then went on to point out “but man’s heart being what it is, the 
temptation to dishonest gain is always there.”  John Adams in a speech to the military in 1798 
warned his fellow countrymen stating, “We have no government armed with power capable of 
contending with human passions unbridled by morality and religion . . . Our Constitution was 
made only for a moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any 
other.”  This same conclusion can probably be reached regarding any form of government.      
 
Headed Toward Loneliness?  – 5:10-17 
10 He who loves money will not be satisfied with money, nor he who loves abundance with its income. This too is 
vanity. 11 When good things increase, those who consume them increase. So what is the advantage to their owners 
except to look on? 12 The sleep of the working man is pleasant, whether he eats little or much; but the full stomach of 
the rich man does not allow him to sleep. 13 There is a grievous evil which I have seen under the sun: riches being 
hoarded by their owner to his hurt. 14 When those riches were lost through a bad investment and he had fathered a 
son, then there was nothing to support him. 15 As he had come naked from his mother’s womb, so will he return as 
he came. He will take nothing from the fruit of his labor that he can carry in his hand. 16 This also is a grievous 
evil—exactly as a man is born, thus will he die. So what is the advantage to him who toils for the wind? 17 

Throughout his life he also eats in darkness with great vexation, sickness and anger.  Ecclesiastes 5:10-17 
(NASB95) 
 The same love of wealth and materialism that corrupts the government of a nation can 
also corrupt the self governance of an individual.  In this portion of Solomon’s debate, he was 



focusing on money or material things as the culprit.  His first statement (with regard to our 
inability to acquire what we think we desire to satisfy us) applies to everything that man desires 
“under the sun.”  Whether it is fortune or fame or power and control, it is never enough and our 
lives become unbalanced and we suffer from a variety of unintended consequences.  If a person 
wins the lottery, then he attracts many “new friends” who have a variety of “opportunities” for 
his winnings.  The same thing happens to those who accumulate great wealth by any other 
means.  Even having an abundance to eat, when self control is compromised, leads to unintended 
problems.  For those who get proper exercise (work hard), eating a lot or a little makes little 
difference in their ability to enjoy a good night’s sleep or good health in general.  Those who 
overeat without having enough physical activity suffer a variety of consequences such as the 
inability to sleep well because of physical discomfort.  Some commentators have suggested that 
Solomon could have included the fact that those who are obsessed with money lose sleep 
because they are worried about holding onto it.   
 This same idea of those being rich not having peace of mind was likely part of the 
problem Solomon mentioned in verse 13 regarding the person who hoards riches to his own hurt.  
The futility of accumulating riches for the sake of having more comes from the fact that such 
possessions can make a miser miserable.  He can’t form friendships or even be close with family 
members because he is concerned that they are just trying to get his money.  Even if a person is 
generous, his wealth can be lost by some bad circumstances (such as was the case for Job) or 
through bad investments such as the Great Depression or the more recent losses in the stock 
market that happened when the “technology bubble” burst in the late 1990's or the more recent 
“real estate bubble” that burst in 2008.  This too is vanity.  As someone aptly noted, vanity is all 
that is left when a bubble bursts.  A third concern that makes accumulation of wealth (for the 
sake of having it) vanity is that eventually we will all die and leave it all behind.   
 Verse 17 sums up the unhappy situation that those who make money their god and wealth 
their passion.  They live dark lives with little or no joy and much stress and anger that literally 
make them sick.  That is worse than emptiness and futility. There has to be a better alternative. 
 
Headed Toward Joy?  – 5:18-20 
18 Here is what I have seen to be good and fitting: to eat, to drink and enjoy oneself in all one’s labor in which he 
toils under the sun during the few years of his life which God has given him; for this is his reward. 19 Furthermore, 
as for every man to whom God has given riches and wealth, He has also empowered him to eat from them and to 
receive his reward and rejoice in his labor; this is the gift of God. 20 For he will not often consider the years of his 
life, because God keeps him occupied with the gladness of his heart.  Ecclesiastes 5:18-20 (NASB95) 
 Many times we find ourselves focused entirely on the goal or destination we have set for 
ourselves.  For example, if we were going to take our family to Disney World for a vacation, 
then we might find that we will need to drive 20 hours and probably spend one night in a motel 
on the way to Orlando.  That much time on the road can be a hassle and we may find that it is 
just too much trouble to be worth the enjoyable time we might be anticipating to have at Disney 
World.  What’s wrong with that picture?  The problem is that we would be suffering from 
obsessive compulsive behavior.  We would be obsessed with getting to Disney World and feel 
compelled to do it as quickly as possible.   
 Change the picture slightly and take an attitude that the many miles that separate us from 
the destination are not a threat but an opportunity to enjoy the experience of seeing things along 
the way, visiting some historic sites, enjoying having meals at some new places, taking some 
time to relax and enjoy the pool at the motel where we spend the night.  In other words, we can 
simply slow down and take time to smell the roses.   



 If we consider the twenty-hour drive as a gift from God that we are to enjoy, then we can 
take pleasure in the experience and gain not only peace of mind but also learn about various 
interesting places along the way.  If we make a simple attitude adjustment, then we won’t fret 
and worry about the time or the miles it takes with regret but see them as a chance to enjoy the 
experience and learn more about the world that God has given us to enjoy.  Taking such an 
approach will likely result in the fact that the trip itself will be of more lasting satisfaction than 
the time spent in the make-believe world of an amusement park.  The experiences of the trip and 
the places we see along the way stimulate our minds and we have lasting benefit while the very 
term “amuse” literally means to “not think” and provides only short term periods of fun.   
 For most situations, we can decide if we are going to enjoy life or be miserable and 
frustrated.    
 
Headed Toward Frustration?  – 6:10-12 
10 Whatever exists has already been named, and it is known what man is; for he cannot dispute with him who is 
stronger than he is. 11 For there are many words which increase futility. What then is the advantage to a man? 12 For 
who knows what is good for a man during his lifetime, during the few years of his futile life? He will spend them 
like a shadow. For who can tell a man what will be after him under the sun?  Ecclesiastes 6:10-12 (NASB95) 
 In the second half of this collection of observations and advice from Solomon, he 
presented some practical advice on how to make the best of whatever situation we may find 
ourselves.  With a realization that we do not and cannot know the details of God’s plans for the 
world in general and for our own lives in particular, we should live our lives in accordance with 
what we do understand.  Some sage advice I heard many years ago regarding the Bible was that 
“we should be more concerned about what we do understand about God’s word than what we 
don’t understand.”   
 For example, how should we react to knowing that God is sovereign, that He has a plan 
for time and eternity, and that every outcome is predestined according to His will?  Does that 
knowledge produce frustration or peace of mind?  The statement we see in verse ten is likely a 
reference to creation where the Biblical account tells us that God “spoke” and it was done 
(Psalms 33:9) and that the universe was formed at God’s command (Hebrews 11:3).  We also see 
that Solomon realized that the basic nature of mankind is that we have a tendency to be 
rebellious and defiant and essentially powerless to change.  In other words, we cannot save 
ourselves.  Is that frustrating or what?   
 We can create laws and rules which people do not follow nor obey and this brings on a 
sense of condemnation, futility and frustration.  This was the approach that the Pharisees took 
after the Jews returned from captivity in Babylon.  They created more rules and regulations 
(many words) that simply produced a sense of hopelessness among most of the Jews since they 
realized that it was impossible for anyone to follow all the minutiae of these regulations. 
 Solomon was very wise, but he was not able to answer the question of “who knows what 
is good for man during his lifetime?”  He also did not know what would happen to a person after 
he had completed his time “under the sun.”  In other words, what happens when we die?   
 We still cannot definitively answer all the details for such questions; however, the way 
we react to this uncertainty is a choice we can make.  What are the choices?  What is the most 
negative choice a person can make in the face of such uncertainty?  I think it is called “nihilism” 
which is a philosophy of extreme skepticism either caused by or resulting in rejection of all 
religious and moral principles.  The ultimate outcome of such a philosophy is suicide, which we 
would all agree is a bad choice.  Where do we find most people in their attitude toward the lack 
of understanding of life and death?  If the concern ever crossed their minds, then they probably 



did not spend a lot of time worrying about the answer and this results in a “whatever” attitude or 
what might be called “apathy.”  This puts many people into a survival mode of operation where 
the objective is to avoid pain and trouble of any kind and just stay alive and don’t rock the boat.  
That alternative is not necessarily satisfying but as we often say, “getting older is not the most 
desirable thing but it certainly beats the alternative.”  Is there a third choice of a better alternative 
way to deal with uncertainty that doesn’t produce nihilism or apathy?  There is a better way; 
however, it is not found “under the sun.”  It is not something that is understandable or achievable 
apart from the realization of “eternity” that God has put into the heart of every human being.  
Being willing to look up (rather than to just look around) can give us a perspective on life and 
death that is beyond the few short and seemingly futile years we have on earth.   
 In a word, we need to get beyond “seeing is believing” and come to point of the psalmist 
who wrote in Psalms 27:13 “I had fainted, unless I had believed to see the goodness of the 
LORD in the land of the living.”  By having a sense of spiritual reality in our hearts, we can go 
on from there to faith and trust that will allow us to see beyond the “here and now” and project 
beyond and prepare for what lies beyond death.   
 So where ARE we headed?  Can we see beyond the present and avoid getting caught up 
in dishonesty, avoid being trapped in loneliness, avoid thinking that the simple pleasures of life 
is all there is, and avoid the frustration of trying to save ourselves?  Ironically, Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow had an answer for many of the questions that Solomon presented about life.  
Wadsworth said,  

TELL me not, in mournful numbers,   Life is but an empty dream!—  For the soul is dead that slumbers,   
And things are not what they seem.   
Life is real! Life is earnest!   And the grave is not its goal;   Dust thou art, to dust returnest,   Was not 
spoken of the soul. 

 
 

CAN I KEEP ON GOING?   
Ecclesiastes 7:11-18; 8:10-17 

 
 Much has been written and published in secular literature that gives advice on how to be 
successful in business or interpersonal relationships.  There are motivational speakers who 
present seminars on these topics and thousands of people attended these annually.  In addition to 
these opportunities you can buy DVD’s that have such lectures recorded so they can be view on 
a routine basis.  Most of what is available is relatively sound and reliable and each presenter has 
a personalized set of ideas that should help anyone who follows the advice that is given.  If all 
this is available, then why do so many businesses fail and why are so many interpersonal 
relationship in trouble?  One of the major causes for such failure is that while thousands of 
people are exposed to the good ideas, there are millions of people who are essentially 
uninformed of most of the basic ideas.  Another significant point of failure even for those who 
have attended or have viewed such presentations is the failure to heed and actually apply what 
they heard.  Many of us are like the farmer whose son was in college and majoring in agriculture.  
The young man was very impressed with all the good ideas on how to improved production and 
profits in farming.  He commented to his dad that if his dad had known all these great ideas that 
he could have been much more successful in life.  His dad’s reply was simply, “All that’s good, 
but I don’t use half of what I know already.”   
 Starting in chapter seven of Ecclesiastes, Solomon began to draw some conclusions of 
how people should live and the choices they should make in light of the realization that a lot of 



what people do and accomplish during their life on earth can turn out to be futile.  How does a 
person make the most of the situations in which we find ourselves?  Are there some basic and 
fundamental principles that we should follow?    
 
Accept Godly Wisdom – 7:11-14 
11 Wisdom along with an inheritance is good And an advantage to those who see the sun. 12 For wisdom is protection 
just as money is protection, But the advantage of knowledge is that wisdom preserves the lives of its possessors. 13 

Consider the work of God, For who is able to straighten what He has bent? 14 In the day of prosperity be happy, But 
in the day of adversity consider— God has made the one as well as the other So that man will not discover anything 
that will be after him.  Ecclesiastes 7:11-14 (NASB95) 
 We should view the words of Solomon in the second part of the Book of Ecclesiastes as 
an ongoing part of the debate about the meaning and purpose of life.  Earlier, Solomon had 
written about foolishness and wisdom and concluded that both have the same outcome (when 
viewed from an earthly viewpoint) of futility since both the wise and foolish die.  He made the 
same argument regarding those with wealth and poverty and concluded that they both end up in 
the same place because people die and they can’t take it with them.  Though the ultimate 
outcome (under the sun) is the same, which of the alternatives is a better choice?  It would be a 
mistake to just consider the end points of birth and death without considering what happens in 
the middle along the path of getting from one to the other.   
 Throughout the Book of Proverbs, Solomon argued for wisdom as being a better 
alternative to foolishness.  Wealth (possessions or an inheritance), if it is used wisely, can 
certainly be advantageous along the pathway we call life.  Later on in chapter nine, Solomon 
gave more insight to the synergy of wisdom and wealth.  There he pointed out that many do not 
listen to the wise words of a poor person.  This may be what he had in mind regarding the 
advantage of having both.  The main benefit of each is that both are defensive or a protection for 
the typical things that happen to a person in the course of life.  The literal meaning of the Hebrew 
word that is translated as defense or protection is “shadow” or “shade” that provides relief from 
the hot sun that beams down on everything.  Since Solomon was giving consideration to which 
things are better than something else, he concluded that knowledge (wisely used) is better than 
just having an inheritance because application of such knowledge (wisdom) allows us to avoid 
troubles that even money can’t fix.   
 When we consider the “work of God” we see what He has created and we also see what 
is occurring in the world around us on a daily basis.  In much of what we observe, we wind up 
judging what God has done by thinking that some of His creation is good and some of the things 
are bad.  We do the same thing when we see what happens in the world around us.  Rarely do we 
judge that a tornado is a good thing or that an earthquake or raging forest fire is good.  We 
consider such things to be abnormal and we would eliminate them if it were up to us.  But 
Solomon asked the question: “Who can straighten what God has bent?”   
 We consider the norm to be “days of prosperity” and “that which is bent” to be the days 
of adversity.  Since God makes both, then what should be our outlook or approach to dealing 
with these?  Solomon’s advice was that we simply enjoy the good times and that we should learn 
from (consider) the times of adversity.  While having wisdom and wealth are advantageous to 
dealing with “things that happen,” there is no way to be fully insulated from the effects of things 
that are going to happen since we cannot predict the future.   
 We can see the futility of what usually happens in our efforts to avoid “disasters” that 
might happen.  For example, after the losses suffered in the attacks on the World Trade Center 
and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, our government instituted measures to prevent 



terrorists from taking control of airplanes and flying them into buildings.  Huge amounts of 
wealth have been spent to prevent something that will likely never happen again.  This too is 
vanity and chasing after the wind.  Again, since we did not act wisely with the information we 
had about the terrorist prior to that incident, efforts to prevent that from happening again have 
resulted in gathering information about everything and everyone with a result that we still do not 
know what to do with the information we have and that can result in unwise decisions.  An 
example was to ignore the warning signs of what happened in Lybia on the eleventh anniversary 
of “9-11” and to overreact to warning signs of what might happen “wherever” on the twelfth 
anniversary.   
 
Avoid Foolish Extremes – 7:15-18 
15 I have seen everything during my lifetime of futility; there is a righteous man who perishes in his righteousness 
and there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his wickedness. 16 Do not be excessively righteous and do not be 
overly wise. Why should you ruin yourself? 17 Do not be excessively wicked and do not be a fool. Why should you 
die before your time? 18 It is good that you grasp one thing and also not let go of the other; for the one who fears God 
comes forth with both of them.  Ecclesiastes 7:15-18 (NASB95) 
 In the first ten verses of chapter seven, Solomon compared and contrasted many of the 
activities of life and concluded that many of the things that we try to avoid are more beneficial 
than the things we have a desire to accomplish.  For example, who would rather go to a funeral 
rather than a party?  Who would rather be criticized rather than be praised?  Who would rather be 
cheated rather than be given a bribe?  In each case the negative experiences do more to help us 
grow and become spiritually mature than do the happy, positive events.  It would be a mistake to 
assume that Solomon is presenting these considerations as “either - or” so that we would avoid 
parties, being praised, and rewarded and look for and seek out situations of grief, do dumb things 
so that others will criticize us or be a patsy or pushover for the cheaters of the world.  The 
message is that, in each of these alternatives, we will likely experience the “good” and the “bad.” 
 We see several cautions regarding how we should view things that happen.  The first 
caution is that we must not blindly apply the “fairness formula” in evaluating what happens in 
life.  People have written books about why bad things happen to good people.  I don’t think I 
have ever seen a book or even an article of what to do when good things happen to bad people.  
This is essentially what was being considered throughout the story of Job.  To think that the 
fairness formula is an immutable rule is to rob God of His sovereignty and His ongoing, active 
participation in the world today.   
 Another caution is that we need to be sensible in avoiding extremes in whatever we do.  
The warning to not be overly righteous or overly wise might be considered by some to be a 
license that would tell us that a little sin is OK and a little foolishness is OK.  Those who think 
that miss the point Solomon was making.  An example of overly righteous would be what the 
Pharisees were doing.  Most of their observances were ritualistic and were for show rather than 
an attempt to follow the spirit of the law that God had given the nation.  Being overly righteous 
would prevent a person from healing someone just because it was the Sabbath.  It would prevent 
a priest from assisting a dying man because he might become contaminated by touching someone 
who was bleeding.   
 Being overly wise is being deluded into thinking that we “know it all.”  In some respects 
Job’s friends suffered from this problem.  They were not willing to think that they might not 
know something and, consequently, they were not open to learning new truths.  The Pharisees 
also had this same problem when they heard the teachings of Jesus.  Many of us would never 
think that we behave in an “overly wise” manner since we realize that there is so much that we 



do NOT know; however, sometime we are so sure of what we think we know to be the truth that 
we will not consider any possibility that we may be wrong because of a poor interpretation of a 
passage of Scripture, for example. 
 The consequence of being “self-righteous” and “wise in our own eyes” is that we miss 
out on some of the enjoyable things in life.  A simple example might be a person who thinks that 
the best way to take care of his or her body (which is the temple of the Holy Spirit) is to not eat 
meat.  This person would miss the enjoyment of a good steak or a barbeque sandwich.  There are 
a lot of other examples that we could consider that might generate a lively debate if we happened 
to touch on something that one of us might have on our “righteousness radar.”   
 Looking at the other side of the coin, Solomon warned us to not be excessively wicked 
and to not be foolish.  From a practical standpoint, we will do some things that are in error or 
sinful.  We are still in a learning mode and we certainly have not “arrived” at ultimate perfection.  
I would characterize excessive wickedness as simply doing that which we know to be in conflict 
with godly principles and prohibition in God’s word.  For example, you may kill someone 
(which is bad enough) but excessive wickedness would be to commit murder.  You may 
inadvertently pass along information that is not true, but to deliberately lie is being excessively 
wicked.  The same things could be said of foolish behaviors.  We can, by ignorance, appear to 
behave unwisely, however, that is different from someone who knowingly ignores wise advice 
and council and creates chaos because of foolish actions.  For example a person may trip and in 
the process of falling hit a fire alarm in a building that results in an unintended fire drill.  That is 
viewed in an entirely different light from someone doing it as a prank.  Frequent deliberately 
sinful or foolish behavior can result in harm to the person who does such things as well as injure 
or harm others.   
 The bottom line is that we need to embrace righteousness and wisdom while avoiding the 
extremes of self-righteousness and being a know-it-all.  At the same time we need to realize that 
we do commit errors and we do make foolish mistakes; however, these should not be 
premeditated.  The very thing that keeps us in balance and on the right path is the fear of God 
that results in heeding His word and applying it wisely in all that we do. 
 
Know God is in Control – 8:10-17 
10 So then, I have seen the wicked buried, those who used to go in and out from the holy place, and they are soon 
forgotten in the city where they did thus. This too is futility. 11 Because the sentence against an evil deed is not 
executed quickly, therefore the hearts of the sons of men among them are given fully to do evil. 12 Although a sinner 
does evil a hundred times and may lengthen his life, still I know that it will be well for those who fear God, who fear 
Him openly. 13 But it will not be well for the evil man and he will not lengthen his days like a shadow, because he 
does not fear God. 14 There is futility which is done on the earth, that is, there are righteous men to whom it happens 
according to the deeds of the wicked. On the other hand, there are evil men to whom it happens according to the 
deeds of the righteous. I say that this too is futility. 15 So I commended pleasure, for there is nothing good for a man 
under the sun except to eat and to drink and to be merry, and this will stand by him in his toils throughout the days 
of his life which God has given him under the sun. 16 When I gave my heart to know wisdom and to see the task 
which has been done on the earth (even though one should never sleep day or night), 17 and I saw every work of 
God, I concluded that man cannot discover the work which has been done under the sun. Even though man should 
seek laboriously, he will not discover; and though the wise man should say, “I know,” he cannot discover.  
Ecclesiastes 8:10-17 (NASB95) 
 One of the main recurring ideas that would seem to characterize Solomon’s examination 
of the meaning and purpose of life is summed up in the words “vanity” and “futility.”  It appears 
that the major contributing factor that produces such a conclusion is that the “law of retribution” 
or what I have called the “fairness formula” does not always work.  We tend to notice and 
remember the exceptions to the rule and overlook the many times when the rule works just as it 



is supposed to work.  One of the frustrating factors is that we see no rhyme or reason for the 
exceptions.   
 Solomon had observed a funeral for a person who was apparently a hypocrite in that he 
participated in the rituals and observances at the temple but lived a life that was contrary to the 
teachings of the word of God.  Many times such people are well-liked and even respected and 
they receive praise and adulation from their admirers.  Peter noted (2 Peter 3:1-12) that a 
contributing factor that leads to a person to live such a life is that they respond to God’s grace 
and mercy by taking advantage of it rather than be thankful and showing respect toward God 
through obedience.  All of us have observed that when dealing with a child, a delay in 
punishment for bad behavior does not produce good behavior but more mischief.  Someone had 
written years ago that justice delayed is justice denied.  That also produces a sense of futility.   
 In spite of all the exceptions that we see to the fairness formula, we can be assured (as 
was Solomon) that eventually it will be well for the righteous and it will not be well for those 
who are evil.  On the other hand, if we limit our vision and focus only to what happens in this 
life, we can come the conclusion that the only thing we can do is to make the best of a bad 
situation and enjoy the good time when they happen and to let the prospect and anticipation of 
such enjoyment help us get through the hard and difficult time.  We see such an attitude in that 
people work all week and they do not enjoy their jobs but they do it simply because they get paid 
and they know that the weekend is coming.  Many people see the best part of every workday as 
the “happy hour” when the day’s work is over.   
 Since we cannot know the details and all the reasons why things happen as they do, then 
we are left with a choice of putting our trust in God and His goodness that will ensure the right 
outcome or we can let the senses of futility and frustration build to such a point so that we 
despair of life itself.   
 
 

IS THERE ANY HOPE? 
Ecclesiastes 9:1-18 

 
 ABANDON ALL HOPE, YE WHO ENTER HERE is a translation of the sign over the 
gates into hell (Inferno) according to Dante’s Divine Comedy.  If Dante was right, then we know 
of one place where there is no hope.  Many people who are experiencing serious health problems 
or have gone through natural disasters that have destroyed all their earthy possessions sometimes 
believe there is no hope for their situation.  They look for some glimmer of something positive 
and if they discern nothing, then they can sink into serious depression and even despair.  Many 
of the things that are happening in the world today with the terrorists and their insanity can put us 
into a condition of little hope for peace on earth.  We see the plunge of our entire society into the 
quagmire of sexual depravity, murder of unborn children, sodomy and same gender marriage 
being sanctioned by the government and the coarsening of the language used and these things 
cause us to think that we are on a slippery slope that’s headed into Dante’s Inferno.  On the 
economic side of things, a growing and crippling national debt, creeping inflation caused by the 
reckless and uncontrolled printing of money, plus the growing dependence of much of the 
population on welfare should give us a lot of concern that we are headed for an economic abyss 
rather than a depression.  
 If we focus on the problems, then we may conclude there is little or no hope for the future 
of our nation or even for the world itself.  The textbook fix for such a situation is to change our 



focus to be on the solution and do the work or ministry for which we were saved.  God has a plan 
and He wins in the end.  As we examine Solomon’s analysis of life and all the problems and 
uncertainties we can encounter, we will discover that we have an alternative to hopelessness if 
we are still on this side of eternity, if we don’t give in to apathy, and if we maintain a wise 
approach to whatever comes our way.   
  
As Long as You’re Alive – 9:1-6 
1 For I have taken all this to my heart and explain it that righteous men, wise men, and their deeds are in the hand of 
God. Man does not know whether it will be love or hatred; anything awaits him. 2 It is the same for all. There is one 
fate for the righteous and for the wicked; for the good, for the clean and for the unclean; for the man who offers a 
sacrifice and for the one who does not sacrifice. As the good man is, so is the sinner; as the swearer is, so is the one 
who is afraid to swear. 3 This is an evil in all that is done under the sun, that there is one fate for all men. 
Furthermore, the hearts of the sons of men are full of evil and insanity is in their hearts throughout their lives. 
Afterwards they go to the dead. 4 For whoever is joined with all the living, there is hope; surely a live dog is better 
than a dead lion. 5 For the living know they will die; but the dead do not know anything, nor have they any longer a 
reward, for their memory is forgotten. 6 Indeed their love, their hate and their zeal have already perished, and they 
will no longer have a share in all that is done under the sun.  Ecclesiastes 9:1-6 (NASB95) 
 The first verse of chapter nine is directly linked to the previously described problems of 
not knowing how life is going to turn out and what kinds of challenges we will encounter.  We 
can plan and prepare and take all the precautions we and anyone else can think of and we will 
still encounter things that we hadn’t thought about nor planned for.  In the first part of verse one, 
we see a statement of faith that should help us to maintain hope regardless of what happens to us.  
The statement simply affirms that while we (those who choose righteousness and wisdom) can 
plan and prepare (which we should), the things that come our way in life are in the hands of God.  
This should be all we need to know and give us all the confidence we need regardless of whether 
we are loved or hated by others and regardless of what occurs.   
 It is helpful for us to realize that the sunshine and the rain fall on both the good and the 
evil.  We are likely to have the same kinds of problems as anyone else.  A good Christian person 
is not immune from getting cancer or being involved in a car accident any more than a person 
who lives his life without a thought about God and what would be pleasing to Him.  Being a 
Christian will not keep you from dying physically just as death will happen to the worse criminal 
you can imagine.  We have similar experiences of good times and bad and we will all eventually 
depart this physical world.   
 If we have followed all the rules and avoided things that are known to be harmful to 
people, watched our diet, did our exercises, and whatever else that could be done to be well and 
happy, the fact that we may experience the same terrible things as a terrible sinner seems to be 
totally unfair or a really bad situation.  That is the “evil” to which Solomon referred in verse 
three.  Our judgment on such things even today would be something to the effect of “that’s just 
not right.”  Even if we know of such things happening to good people, we should not lose hope 
as long as we have life.  Since we can never know if “things” are going to work out well or 
poorly, then we can hope for the best and not just give up.  This possibility is a definite 
advantage to being alive.  As Solomon stated it, “a live dog is better than a dead lion.”  Once a 
person has crossed the line of physical death, it is literally too late to influence what will happen 
in eternity.   
 While we are still alive, we can still experience the good and the bad of living even 
though we know that physical death is going to occur.  Holding on to a sense of hope will allow 
us to enjoy what we have and make the most of what God has let us experience by giving our 
best effort in whatever our hands find to do.   



 
Give Your Best – 9:7-10 
7 Go then, eat your bread in happiness and drink your wine with a cheerful heart; for God has already approved your 
works. 8 Let your clothes be white all the time, and let not oil be lacking on your head. 9 Enjoy life with the woman 
whom you love all the days of your fleeting life which He has given to you under the sun; for this is your reward in 
life and in your toil in which you have labored under the sun. 10 Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your 
might; for there is no activity or planning or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol where you are going.  Ecclesiastes 9:7-
10 (NASB95) 
 If our statement of faith includes something to the effect that our lives are in the hands of 
God, then this sense of being providentially cared for should help us adopt the advice Paul gave 
in Romans 14:8: “For whether we live, we live unto the Lord; and whether we die, we die unto 
the Lord: whether we live therefore, or die, we are the Lord’s.” The statement that God has 
already approved our works is likely a reference to the fact that God has given or assigned to us 
the work He wants us to do.  This is probably not an evaluation statement of how well we carried 
out what we were given to do.  Since this is part of what we believe, then our response should be 
that we enjoy the life and the provisions we have been given whether they are abundant or few.   
 If indeed we are happy and have a cheerful heart, then we should give evidence of that in 
how we present ourselves to the world around us.  It would be good for all of us to heed the 
advice of the adage “If Jesus is in your heart, then tell your face about it.”  Solomon did not 
address facial expressions but made a reference to how we dress.  White clothing was used in 
times of celebration.  What I first thought about regarding the wearing of white was that it 
represented purity and should be an expression of the condition of our heart.  In addition to what 
we wear, our personal grooming should not be neglected as evidenced by Solomon’s advice to 
have oil on our head.  It may be a stretch, however, there could be some spiritual significance to 
the anointing oil on our head being evidence in our lives that we have the Holy Spirit resident 
within us.  Warren Weirsbe has suggested that wearing white and applying anointing oil was for 
special occasions in the Israelite culture and Solomon was encouraging us to see every day as 
“special” and something to celebrate.    
 There are other things to enjoy in life in the common everyday experiences that go 
beyond a nice meal, routine things we do and times of celebration that might be an occasion to 
dress up (white clothes) and clean up (oil on our head).  Beyond these simple pleasures we 
should continue to enjoy the interactions we have with our spouse in a loving marriage 
relationship.  Happy is the person who sees such simple things as rewards from God as a part of 
living and doing the work He has appointed us to carry out.  With such an attitude in the 
forefront of our thinking we can better identify with Paul’s advice in Colossians 3:17: “And 
whatsoever ye do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God and 
the Father by him.”  
 The alternative is to find fault with everything and never allow ourselves to enjoy 
anything.  We can see a job as a curse rather than a blessing.  Some see their family as a burden 
rather than a source of joy.  In today’s world we are seeing more and more people who think that 
they don’t have any time for anything because they are so busy running here and there, and never 
sitting down for meal with their family and are perpetually so tried they don’t enjoy life.  These 
are not any better off than those who are so lazy they won’t do anything and expect someone else 
to take care of them and are totally bored with their existence of “nothing to do.”  Both groups 
are miserable and they would likely agree that life is futile and chasing after the wind.  Clearly, a 
balance is needed in the way we live.   
 



Letting the Chips Fall – 9:11-18 
11 I again saw under the sun that the race is not to the swift and the battle is not to the warriors, and neither is bread 
to the wise nor wealth to the discerning nor favor to men of ability; for time and chance overtake them all. 12 

Moreover, man does not know his time: like fish caught in a treacherous net and birds trapped in a snare, so the sons 
of men are ensnared at an evil time when it suddenly falls on them. 13 Also this I came to see as wisdom under the 
sun, and it impressed me. 14 There was a small city with few men in it and a great king came to it, surrounded it and 
constructed large siegeworks against it. 15 But there was found in it a poor wise man and he delivered the city by his 
wisdom. Yet no one remembered that poor man. 16 So I said, “Wisdom is better than strength.” But the wisdom of 
the poor man is despised and his words are not heeded. 17 The words of the wise heard in quietness are better than 
the shouting of a ruler among fools. 18 Wisdom is better than weapons of war, but one sinner destroys much good.  
Ecclesiastes 9:11-18 (NASB95) 
 Even if we can avoid the extremes and keep a balanced approach to living we will find 
that life is unpredictable.  Things don’t always work out the way we think they should or the way 
things happened in the past.  The faster car does not always win the race and the best football 
team may not be declared the National Champions.  Consistently making wise choices will not 
guarantee success and things happen for which we cannot prepare.  All these unpredictable 
things should be seen as exceptions and we can take reasonable precautions to guard ourselves 
from the unexpected and accidental while we press on toward the goals we have with hope that 
the outcome will be good.   
 We will find exceptions to almost every rule that anyone can formulate and while we see 
the truth in the statement that the pen is mightier than the sword, we cannot win a fight in which 
someone attacks us with a gun if all we have is a pencil.  We can be confident that going the 
second mile and turning the other cheek are the proper choices in interpersonal relationships; 
however, that does not mean that we do away with our armed forces and the police department.  
While we can agree with Solomon that wisdom is better than strength, we also need to realize 
that most people will not heed the words of the wise if these words are coming from someone 
who is weak and poor. 
 All of us have seen that the person who has the best ideas about governing and how we 
need to operate as a nation will rarely be elected because many voters are distracted by the 
showmanship of someone who has nothing to offer other than political platitudes.  (We could 
call this the shouting of a ruler among fools, but that may be politically incorrect.)   
 All of us would like to have good relationships with all people everywhere.  All of us 
would like to beat our swords into plowshares and do away the weapons of war and spend our 
resources on improving the world and helping the poor and lifting up the weak.  There is a bit of 
realism that prevents that from happening and that is found in the realization that it only takes 
one madman to destroy many lives and turn our calm and quiet lives into chaos.   
 We can summarize all this by saying that while death is unavoidable and life is 
unpredictable and our abilities and opportunities are not guarantees of success, then the only 
reasonable course we can take is to surrender ourselves and our situations into God’s 
providential care and walk by faith.  As Warren Weirsbe said in his commentary Be Steady, “We 
don’t live by explanations; we live by promises.”  Since the promises of God must be the basis 
for our hope, then we can answer the question “Is there any hope?” with a resounding YES. 
 
 

 
 
 
 



WHAT IS THE ANSWER? 
Ecclesiastes 11:1-12:1, 11-14 

 
 When all is said and done, we usually find that more is said than done.  In our quest to 
find meaning in life, we need to be careful to not spend so much time looking for the answers 
that we miss out on actually living our lives.  So many times, we find ourselves thinking that 
having “faith” is totally contained in our belief system and what we know.  As a consequence, 
we spend a lot of time reading the Bible, listening to sermons, getting involved in religious or 
philosophical discussions and sometimes praying, singing songs and other things that are linked 
to various ideas of worshiping God.  All these are “good” things in which we should be involved; 
however, these are the initial steps that can direct us onto the best path of life as we move from 
the starting point to the final destination.  They are also useful to help us correct any deviations 
from the right path as we make progress toward our destination.    
 Jesus warned His disciples about just hearing and not doing.  We sometimes talk about 
“faith in action” and fail to realize that faith without action is a “lifeless faith” that has no power.  
The other side of that coin is that actions without faith are just “dead works” that produce little or 
no benefits and lead to the sense of futility and vanity that Solomon bemoaned as what many see 
as the outcome of man’s existence on earth.   
 Just as the writer to the Hebrews urged his readers to get beyond the basics and go on to 
maturity (Heb. 6:1-3), we need to apply what we have learned in life even though there may be 
risks involved and take the next steps beyond just learning.  God has provided each one of us 
with resources and these need to be invested (rather than just buried), we need to look for and 
take advantage of the opportunities that God sends our way and do these things in light of what is 
pleasing and honoring to God.   
 
Invest in Life – 11:1-6 
1 Cast your bread on the surface of the waters, for you will find it after many days. 2 Divide your portion to seven, or 
even to eight, for you do not know what misfortune may occur on the earth. 3 If the clouds are full, they pour out rain 
upon the earth; and whether a tree falls toward the south or toward the north, wherever the tree falls, there it lies. 4 

He who watches the wind will not sow and he who looks at the clouds will not reap. 5 Just as you do not know the 
path of the wind and how bones are formed in the womb of the pregnant woman, so you do not know the activity of 
God who makes all things.  6 Sow your seed in the morning and do not be idle in the evening, for you do not know 
whether morning or evening sowing will succeed, or whether both of them alike will be good.   Ecclesiastes 11:1-6 
(NASB95) 
 The imagery of casting bread upon the surface of a body of water was one that I had 
formed when I was quite young and had heard a pastor present a message on the importance of 
being charitable and helpful toward others.  I had wondered at the time what someone could do 
with a soggy slice of bread?  It turns out that what I had imagined was not even close to what 
Solomon had in mind.  He was presenting an image of loading up ships with grain that was to be 
sold to people in different parts of the world.  The idea of “you will find it” is better rendered “it 
will reach its destination” after many days.   
 This set of verses addresses issues of uncertainty and the need to take action in spite of 
the uncertainty if we are going to actually accomplish anything.  Putting anything aboard a ship 
that was going to sail hundreds of miles away involved significant risks because of the 
uncertainty of storms or shipwreck caused by any number of reasons or even the possibility that 
pirates that might steal the cargo.  Carrying out business or commerce required an act of faith.  
Such practices should not be thought of as “a blind leap of faith” but a reasoned assessment of 
the dangers and the rewards along with the necessary precautions to minimize the risks.  What 



could a merchant do to minimize the risk of having a great loss in case something did happen to 
a ship carrying grain that he was selling?  The answer is found in verse two: Divide the cargo 
into seven or eight different ships to minimize the risk of a devastating loss.  We have a saying 
that is used today that expresses this same wise practice.  We say, don’t put all your eggs in one 
basket. Why?  Because we do not know what or when things might come our way and these 
things make for uncertainty. 
 There are some things we do know.  For example, we know that the wind is going to 
blow and sometimes that causes a lot of damage such as trees falling over or other things.  We 
know that it is going to rain (sometime) and rain can be good or bad depending on when it 
comes.  If it is going to rain, then that will interfere with harvesting the crops.  Such uncertainty 
can produce inaction if we concentration just on the risk.  Not knowing when a wind storm is 
going to arise could prevent a farmer from sowing seed and not knowing when it is going to rain 
could result in the hay never being cut or the wheat not being harvested. 
 Is it better to plant your crops in the morning or the evening?  What about planting by the 
phases of the moon?  Which is better?  Does it really matter?  The answer to such questions is 
“we don’t really know.”  There could be a multitude of other circumstances that may arise that 
would have more influence that the time of day of the time of the month.  Solomon’s advice was 
to do what you can, when you can, and trust the outcome to the Lord.  This is another example of 
doing what you can to minimize the risk by diversification of how you invest. 
 Let’s go back to the idea of “casting our bread upon the water” being applicable to giving 
assistance and help to others so that we can anticipate help in our time of need.  We may not be 
involved in commerce or we may not be farming, however, all of us are in the business of living.  
Life itself is full of risks and we should be able to learn from Solomon’s advice as to ways to 
lessen the effects of uncertainty.  What can we do to minimize risks in our lives?  What do most 
people normally do to minimize financial risk from such things as auto accidents, house fires, 
illness, and disability?  The obvious answer is that we buy an insurance policy and pay premiums 
so that the losses we might incur will be lessened in case something happens.  You may be 
familiar with some of the practices of those who are Amish.  They say they do not buy insurance 
since their community of believers provides all the help they need.  They help each other to 
recover from losses and the only thing that makes it work is an understood responsibility that 
they have for each other.  They don’t pay premiums but they do expend resources at the time of 
need.  When you think about, commercial insurance works the same way except you prepay and 
someone else manages the dispersing of assistance and does so for a fee.  I have heard some 
argue that, if we really are trusting God, then we shouldn’t purchase insurance.  Would these 
same folks argue that if we are trusting God, that it is OK to put all our eggs into one basket?   
 On an individual practical basis, one way that we can “cast our bread upon the waters” is 
to take the initiative to help our neighbors, friends, family, and those in our church fellowship.  
We can do that simply because there is a need and we can help without any expectation of being 
“paid back.”  If the help returns to us in time of need, that would be great, but that should not be 
the motivation for helping each other.   
 
Live Life in Light of Eternity – 11:7-8 
7 The light is pleasant, and it is good for the eyes to see the sun. 8 Indeed, if a man should live many years, let him 
rejoice in them all, and let him remember the days of darkness, for they will be many. Everything that is to come 
will be futility.  Ecclesiastes 11:7-8 (NASB95) 
 If we take the words of these verses literally, then we could say that Solomon had 
observed what is apparently being rediscovered in today’s modern holistic health movement that 



natural sunlight (or even the use of a sun lamp) can be useful in combating depression.  Some 
people, especially those who live in more northern regions talk about the oppressive feeling they 
have because of “gray days” when they don’t have bright sunshine for extended periods of time.  
In a more spiritual or emotional sense, we can have times of elation or when we are “up” 
emotionally and there are times when we may struggle to be optimistic.  Solomon’s advice was 
to make sure that we enjoy the good times and learn from the down times.   
 Some commentators think that Solomon was using light as a metaphor for life and 
darkness as a metaphor for death.  If this was Solomon’s intent, then these verses are 
confirmations of what we saw earlier that people can have hope if there is life.  But while we are 
in the process of enjoying life and the work God has given us to do, we need to keep in mind 
(remember) that death and whatever is beyond death (days of darkness) are waiting for us.  The 
phrase “days of darkness” is probably a reference to the fact that we simply do not know what 
we will encounter in eternity (we haven’t been given enough light to see that far) as opposed to 
thinking that it is all gloom and doom.  This idea is seen in the final sentence of verse eight 
which can be translated as “everything that is to come is meaningless.”  “Meaningless” can 
literally be defined as we do not know what it will be or what it all means.  This is the definition 
of a mystery.  All of us realize that what is on the other side of death is a mystery, however, that 
does not imply that it will be futile. 
 
Work Within the Boundaries – 11:9-10; 12-1 
9 Rejoice, young man, during your childhood, and let your heart be pleasant during the days of young manhood. And 
follow the impulses of your heart and the desires of your eyes. Yet know that God will bring you to judgment for all 
these things. 10 So, remove grief and anger from your heart and put away pain from your body, because childhood 
and the prime of life are fleeting. 1 Remember also your Creator in the days of your youth, before the evil days come 
and the years draw near when you will say, “I have no delight in them”;  Ecclesiastes 11:9-12:1 (NASB95) 
 If we are to invest in life and live our lives with the realization that an unknown situation 
(mystery) is awaiting us beyond death’s door, then we should learn what “wisdom” would teach 
us regarding the limits we should put on ourselves in life.  Our endeavors to enjoy life should be 
influenced by the knowledge that “it is appointed unto man, once to die and then the judgment.”  
Since that is the truth of the matter, then it would behoove us to know what things and what ways 
are in alignment with the principles and values of the Judge. 
 In a very practical sense, we can see that we do have limits of behavior that are imposed 
by civil and criminal laws if we are living in civilized society.  If we go beyond those limits and 
the indiscretions are discovered by those in positions of authority, then we are (theoretically) 
brought to judgment.  These limits and penalties are put into place to prevent us from harming 
others and some are there to prevent us from harming ourselves.  What about harmful behaviors 
that are not limited by the laws of the government?  Who has the responsibility to “police” our 
actions so that we don’t harm others or ourselves?  If we are adults, then it all comes down to the 
bottom line of “self-control.”  While there may be some accountability imposed by social 
pressure or by friends and family, the actual responsibility lies with the individual. 
 Solomon recognized that care or self-control was needed in both the emotional and 
physical realms of existence.  On the emotional side, self control should be exercised in 
managing grief and anger.  There are times when we will experience grief.  It is a normal human 
emotion, however, it is something that we are “pass through” and not a place to take up 
residence.  As David said in the twenty-third Psalm, “Yea, though I walk through the valley . .” 
We have losses and we grieve, but we need to put every loss into proper perspective and come to 
the conclusion that we are thankful for the time we had the possession or the family member and 



for the joy we experienced and realize that life must go on as we move toward the ultimate 
destiny that is beyond our time here on earth.  A similar argument can be made regarding anger.  
We need to deal with our anger, put it into proper perspective, learn from it and move on.   
 On the physical side, Solomon advised us to “put away pain from your body.”  We could 
argue that no one likes to be hurt or injured, however, many people do engage in dangerous 
activities that give them an elevated risk of injury.  No one likes to be sick or have serious 
illness, however, not everyone exercises discretion in getting proper nutrition or avoiding 
behaviors that could result in debilitating diseases.  I remember arguments that people used to 
make regarding the practice of drinking alcohol or smoking tobacco.  The argument was that 
since our body is the temple of the Holy Spirit that we should honor God by not damaging it by 
smoking or drinking.  That may be a good argument, however, Solomon brought it down to an 
argument that even an atheist could understand.  We have one life and anything we do to harm 
ourselves emotionally or physically is going to bring a net loss in enjoying life since we shorten 
the “prime” time and we wind up experiencing the ills of aging sooner rather than later.   
 How do we know what to do to minimize the risks and extend the prime time?  The 
starting point is to keep the word of God in the forefront of our thinking and allow Godly 
principles to be our guide in everything we do and in the way we view the events that we 
experience in life.  The time to start this process is while we are still young.  An ounce of 
prevention is worth a pound of cure.   
 
Revere and Obey God – 12:11-14 
11 The words of wise men are like goads, and masters of these collections are like well-driven nails; they are given 
by one Shepherd. 12 But beyond this, my son, be warned: the writing of many books is endless, and excessive 
devotion to books is wearying to the body. 13 The conclusion, when all has been heard, is: fear God and keep His 
commandments, because this applies to every person. 14 For God will bring every act to judgment, everything which 
is hidden, whether it is good or evil.  Ecclesiastes 12:11-14 (NASB95) 
 “Don’t put all your eggs in one basket” and “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of 
cure” are examples of well-driven nails that can help us remember the wisdom that has its origins 
in the word of God.  We can find all kinds of self-help books and “how-to” processes for almost 
anything we need to accomplish in the course of living life that will allow us to enjoy the good 
times and learn from the bad times.  Apparently, such writings were around during Solomon’s 
time and he added to the collection of such works.  It would be impossible to read and remember 
everything that had been written on these matters, however, there are some basics that we can 
know and put into practice.  The starting point and best advice that we can discover is simply 
this: “Fear God and keep His commandments.”  Solomon’s argument of why we need to do this 
was cast in terms of man’s selfish interest of avoiding the consequences of the judgment that all 
of us will eventually face.  A better motivation would be to simply honor and respect God Who 
saved us and made us His children through the new birth.  We have a hymn that we occasionally 
sing that was written in 1887 by John Sammis that states it a very simple way: Trust and Obey.   
 


