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INTRODUCTION

All our pleasures are poisoned with pain and disappointment.  This is one of the key lessons 
of the book of Ecclesiastes.  We live in a fallen world, the characteristic phrase in 
Ecclesiastes for this is life ‘under the sun.’  If you have come here for a pick-me-up this 
morning you are going to be sorely disappointed.  This morning’s message is a reality shot.  
I have been impressed in my devotional reading of Ecclesiastes of the fallen realities we 
experience and have a strong desire to bring the common sense of the bible’s wisdom 
literature to bear.  The book of Ecclesiastes speaks about many different issues but I want 
to focus in on the vanity of riches.  Wealth is the common pursuit of the Western person.  
Money opens doors.  Each person in the West is trained to believe that money will buy 
happiness.  We educate our children to get good jobs so that they can earn a good wage 
and be happy.  We take out large student loans to get good qualifications so that we can 
get a good job and be comfortable.  Some of the richest people in our society are the 
people who loan us money, because everyone wants money.  Money is thought to give us 
status, freedom, happiness, power, influence, and many other things, but the world we live 
in is fallen, it is under a curse, we cannot place our happiness in the empty promises of 
wealth, luxury and money.  Every now and then there is a tearing away of the façade 
through a financial crash and countries are destabilized, families are crushed, people are 
disillusioned and even kill themselves.  The 1929 Wall Street Crash is a famous example 
when people through themselves off skyscrapers because of their huge financial losses.  The
trouble is we have the same idol of money and the same disillusionment in NZ.

Think of the NZ farmer as an example.  Before I came to NZ I had met an NZ farmer.  He 
had gone into joint ownership with a friend of a 60 foot catamaran yacht.  He arrived in 
harbour on St Helena after having had it newly built in Namibia and was sailing it to 
America.  I have heard many people speak of farmers today as those who get lots of money
from the bank and buy boats, caravans and expensive overseas holidays.  They are seen as 
those who always have the new 4x4, the largest houses, and horses for their kids to ride.  
But this is all perception, speak to any farmer and you will soon hear about the dark side of 
this life.  If we had to have a farmer list his woes it would sound a lot like the book of 
Ecclesiastes.  In the financial year 2011-2012, 27 farmers in NZ committed suicide, in 2012-
13, 19; in 2014-15, 18; 2015-16, 18.  

We cannot be those who put all our investments in earthly things but in heavenly things.  
This life is lived in a fallen world and if we put our hope in this life we will be destroyed.  So 
come with me as we examine some wisdom that is 3000 years old as it exposes the truth 
about this life.  

Blind slave

The Preacher of Ecclesiastes is traditionally believed to be King Solomon.  In this book he 
gives us a pessimistic view of life which was common among the philosophers of Egypt at 
the time.  This book however, goes beyond the apparent meaninglessness of life in fallen 
world, to the truth of God, the need to fear Him because there is an afterlife and a 



judgement.  The book is laid out as a type of autobiography where the Preacher lists the 
different ways in which he tried to find out the meaning of life.  He speaks about the 
emptiness of pleasure, the emptiness of accomplishments, the emptiness of too much 
wisdom, the vanity of work, and wealth.  I have to confess that I thoroughly enjoy the book 
as it speaks to my own cynicism.  But the overall point of the book is not so much to dwell 
on the tragic realities of this life, but to remind us that our lives are to be lived for eternity 
not for the here and now, Ecc. 12:13-14, ‘The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear 
God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. 14 For God will bring 
every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil.’  

For our first look at the vanity of riches to wean us from this life I want us to turn to Ecc. 
4:7-8, ‘Again, I saw vanity under the sun: 8 one person who has no other, either son or 
brother, yet there is no end to all his toil, and his eyes are never satisfied with riches, so 
that he never asks, "For whom am I toiling and depriving myself of pleasure?" This also is 
vanity and an unhappy business.’  When we listen to narrative of the world’s description 
today, we will hear about high achievers, type A personalities, bosses, managers, 
executives, high flyers, successful people, etc.  The wisdom of 3000 years ago pulls back the
curtain on the lie and describes for us a blind slave.  

The picture here is of a single person, widowed, divorced, deliberately single for study or 
career, we are not told.  We are told that ‘one person who has no other, either son or 
brother, yet there is no end to his toil.’  In Ancient culture this was an anomaly, especially in
Israel here you were commanded to multiply and subdue the land.  Abraham was promised 
numberless offspring and you were not part of God’s program for Israel.  This is describing a
person who is not signed up for God’s plan for marriage, parenthood and the family but has 
opted out of the God ordained norms for a job and money oriented existence.  Does this 
sound familiar when we have so many who have sacrificed their wives and children to the 
idol of success?  We are witnessing work for reasons other than survival, to provide and 
inheritance, support the poor, to give to missions etc.  

We are then told more about his motives, ‘and his eyes are never satisfied with riches, so 
that he never asks, ‘For whom am I toiling and depriving myself of pleasure?’  Blind slavery! 
Firstly we are told about the reality of the insatiable greed in his heart which is driving him, 
his eyes are never satisfied.  This is a universal malady and condition as the result of sin, we
could end the sentence not with ‘riches’ but with various things such as ‘children,’ ‘sex,’ 
‘pleasure,’ ‘fame,’ etc.  
This is the exact of opposite of walking by faith and not by sight, this is walking by sight and
not by faith.  
The object of our sinful desires, the things of the here and now that appeal to our corrupted
desires these are the things that we serve.  Instead of the reality of delayed gratification in 
the new creation causing us to be self-controlled and keeping ourselves from sin.  Instead 
we have a hedonistic pursuit of happiness now.  
But notice the conflict, ‘never satisfied.’  It is a cruel and senseless slavery.  The lie of sin is, 
indulge and you will be satisfied, but to serve sin is like a thirsty man drinking the ocean, 
not only is he left thirsty but when you drink sea water you get diarrhoea which robs you of 
more fluids still.  You are left worse off than at first.  You end up ‘toiling and depriving’ 
yourself of pleasure in the name of pursuing pleasure.  
Secondly, notice the words, ‘so that he never asks.’  Blind to our own chains, willing slaves, 
it is not seen as a slavery at all.  But this is where the text really helps us.  We are reminded
of our inner leech which longs to suck and suck on sin until it is fat.  How we hand ourselves
over to serve sin and are blind to the eternal picture of living for the new creation.  



I guess we should say a few words about the blessing of work because reading the book of 
Ecclesiastes can give a negative view of hard work.  Work like marriage was one the original
gifts of God at creation, it was given as part of the image of God where we would be vice-
regents under God to execute His will and work as He works.  The original intention of work 
was to transform the world into a place where God is glorified.  This original purpose of 
work, to create a God glorifying society is no longer the purpose of our work.  Jesus will 
finish what Adam could not when He comes again to make all things new.  We now work 
after the fall with other purposes in our work.  Work is afflicted with difficulty, this is part of 
our lot.  Through a disconnect with our natural callings men and women are reminded of 
the fact that this world is broken and that we should be looking not for Eden now but for 
perfection when Jesus comes again.  For now we recognise the difficulty, accept the realities
of imperfect work situations and not set our hopes on earthly employments and ambitions.  
We still continue to work six days and rest and worship one.  However, our day of rest is 
oriented not to look back to what was lost but what Christ has gained for us by His 
resurrection from the dead.  In fact because of the difficulty of our weekly work conditions, 
in a fallen world, it is an absolute necessity that we get refreshing by the Spirit applying the 
powers of the age to come to us through the means of grace when Christ is present with His
people.  fitted for work in this way we then go out and although we do not have a lot or 
inheritance in the land of Israel like the OT Israelite did, we do still work to provide for our 
families.  Although we can never reverse the effects of sin and transform society we can still
serve our neighbour through our work and put God’s grace on display.  We can serve with 
kindness, generosity, sacrifice all with a view to the fact that our good deeds glorify our 
Father in heaven.  We serve seeking to do the best because God is always the direct 
recipient of our work, knowing that our labour for the Lord even in secular employment is 
not in vain, embracing the hum-drum nature of work in a fallen world with patience because
we wait for new creation conditions, giving generously to the needy and to missions.  

Unlike the isolated individual of this text every Christian is a connected person living for 
others.  The Holy Spirit gives you a necessary others orientation.  Unlike the one who works 
with no end to his toil.  We rest in Christ every Lord’s Day with a view to entering our rest in
the New Creation.  Unlike the one who seeks his satisfaction in riches and is never satisfied 
we are satisfied in Christ.  And instead of blindly serving selfish agendas in Christ we serve 
God in all things.  Our toil is not determined by the demands of sinful desire but by the 
demands of a gracious God who commands us for our good.  

Afflicted service

We move now to 5:10-20 here we have a list of afflictions that beset those in the area of 
wealth.  

Firstly, we see that the love of money does not bring satisfaction.  ‘v10, ‘He who loves 
money will not be satisfied with money, nor he who loves wealth with his income; this also 
is vanity.’  This apparently banal statement has some of the most profound analysis of our 
condition in it.  We love things and they cannot satisfy, this is vanity, worthless, emptiness.  
We could take the word money out and put in any number of things, even good things like 
work, family, marriage and the end result will be the same.  When we love something as if it
were God, it can never give to us what God alone can give.  As Augustine put it, ‘Our hearts 
are restless until they find their rest in You.’  This inner emptiness is put there by God, Ecc. 
3:11 tells us that God has put eternity in our hearts.  This deep frustration we feel from this 
life, the emptiness the pursuit of its pleasures yield, the pain and suffering and injustice of 
getting nothing after having worked hard.  It is all useful to remind us of the facts, we are 
sinners living in fallen world, we were made to be in a relationship with God in a better 



creation free from satan sin and death, and that it is only if we trust in Christ we can escape
the hamster wheel of this painful existence and have hope.  
This futility is further amplified for us.

Secondly, we see that having goods leads to the need for more goods, ‘When goods 
increase, they increase who eat them.’  The fleeting nature of our money is emphasized, we
do not make money to keep it.  When we grow richer we get bigger houses, and cars, more
family to fill it, we need more insurance and furniture, etc.  To place any significance on any
possessions is a heartbreak waiting to happen.  Their insubstantial nature is emphasized by 
the next phrase, ‘and what advantage has their owner but to see them with his eyes?’   

Thirdly, we see that riches bring worry and not necessary the blessing of rest and sleep.  
V12, ‘Sweet is the sleep of a laborer, whether he eats little or much, but the full stomach of 
the rich will not let him sleep.’  Sleeplessness due to worry about losing his money, or 
because of a fixation to increase money, or just because he has eaten and drunk too much 
that he cannot sleep.  There are many ways in which riches do not bring rest.  To rest ones 
happiness on something so fleeting cannot give us peace and rest and allow us to sleep 
feeling secure.  Counterintuitively our peace is not found in winning the lottery.  

Fourthly, in v13-17 we have a concrete example of the inevitable disappointment riches 
brings, ‘There is a grievous evil that I have seen under the sun: riches were kept by their 
owner to his hurt, 14 and those riches were lost in a bad venture. And he is father of a son, 
but he has nothing in his hand. 15 As he came from his mother's womb he shall go again, 
naked as he came, and shall take nothing for his toil that he may carry away in his hand. 16
This also is a grievous evil: just as he came, so shall he go, and what gain is there to him 
who toils for the wind? 17 Moreover, all his days he eats in darkness in much vexation and 
sickness and anger.’  One commentator speaks about grievous evil being a ‘sickening evil’.  
There seems to be a double disaster, firstly, he keeps his riches to his own hurt, and then 
he loses them all with nothing for an inheritance for his family.  He has worked all his life, 
he comes naked into the world and leaves it with nothing as well.  And his days are filled 
with darkness, vexation, sickness and anger.  If we try to weigh up our lives on the basis of 
our wealth, this is the painful perspective we would need to embrace, if it were all about 
coming into this world, having things and then dying and going nowhere it certainly would 
all be vanity.

The Preacher has some advice to give to alleviate this problem.  Please note that his advice 
must always be taken in light of his end conclusion about fearing God and preparing for the 
judgement.  And we also need to bring NT truths to bear.  V18-20, ‘Behold, what I have 
seen to be good and fitting is to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the toil with which 
one toils under the sun the few days of his life that God has given him, for this is his lot. 19 
Everyone also to whom God has given wealth and possessions and power to enjoy them, 
and to accept his lot and rejoice in his toil---this is the gift of God. 20 For he will not much 
remember the days of his life because God keeps him occupied with joy in his heart.’

In the first place please notice that the Preacher does not have a gnostic view of creation, 
that is he does not see the world and its experiences as necessarily evil and that we should 
seek to become nothing more than souls.  There is a place for enjoying the gifts of God, as 
long as we do not make gods of them.  Let is an invitation to a perspective change here.  
He is telling us to think in terms of our God appointed lot.  In other words, there is a 
purpose in all we go through, we are part of a larger story that God is working out as He 
seeks to undo the effects of sin in the world.  Then once we submit to God’s gracious 
appointments, then we will be able to stop demanding that life be perfect and serve up 



perfect happiness for us to enjoy all the time and we can take joy in small pleasures like the
fruits of our labour, food, entertainment, etc.  V19 is especially insightful for us in our rich 
western world.  We have good and are able by God to enjoy it, this is a gift.  We must see 
all the good we have and give thanks to God for it.  And of course avoid all the idolatry the 
text has already exposed.  V20 is a concession, a let’s make the best of that we can sort of 
attitude.  But despite that there is a very important truth in this verse, joy can occupy our 
hearts and help us overcome the difficulties of the life we live under the sun.  

Now if we are going to know joy that will enable us to endure the many great 
disappointments in life there is no greater joy than the joy of our salvation.  This is where 
the gospel of Christ is truly subversive.  You see it is possible to keep ourselves distracted 
and numb, but this is not coming to terms with the pain we go through this is avoiding it.  
The western world is very good at diversion and has multiplied the mindnumbing 
distractions.  You can binge on Netflix; you can drink alcohol; you can socialise your life 
away in the trivialities of Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc.  You can travel the world; you 
can get one degree after another; you can divorce and remarry as many times as you like.  
But there is nothing in these things that overcomes the pain, if anything they only make it 
worse.  Every sin has its consequences.  Because of Jesus Christ we can know joy in three 
significant ways which saves us from having to make slaves of ourselves to find happiness.  

Firstly, we can know the joy of sin forgiven, eternal life and adoption as a child of God.  We 
were enemies of God due to our sin, we were slaves to sinful desires and making idols of 
God’s many gifts.  We turned our back on Him and gave our service to anything else.  We 
were under His judgement and if we were to die our eternal condemnation would be sealed.
But because of His love Christ has died to pay for the sins we have committed against Him.  
He saves us freely by His grace on account of Christ’s work on the cross.  He removes the 
guilt of every sin and credits us with a righteous standing the same as His Son.  He adopts 
us into His family and is now our eternal Father.  This receiving of eternal life is a greater 
gift than any gift of creation, it is the greatest joy for us to be saved, there is no greater 
thing we could receive.  No matter how bad things get we always have heaven sealed with 
the guarantee of the person of the Spirit in our hearts.

Secondly, now that God is our Father we not only have the joy of our salvation, Paul tells us 
we rejoice in our trials.  That’s right in the trials themselves not merely while going through 
them.  Because God is now our Father and not judge, and He is working out His purposes to
cause us to be conformed to the image of His Son.  God appoints trials to refine us and 
purify as gold.  The bad that happens to us turns out for our good.  

Thirdly, we rejoice in hope, yes we rejoice in the certainty of knowing that the God who 
saved us set His love upon us in eternity past, and He will finish that good work He began in
us and bring us into glory.  True we can take joy in the beauty of music, the colours of a 
sunset, a task well done, our families and friends, but these are not the things that help us 
to overcome the pain.  We can shed a sentimental tear and turn our attention away from 
that which causes pain, or we can turn to Christ for He has died and risen from the dead 
and saved us so that pain will one day be no more.  Then with Paul we can call the life of 
pain light and momentary afflictions, something not worthy to be compared to the glory that
is to come.            
                             


