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“UNDERSTANDING LIFE – BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES” 

“TWISTS AND TURNS OF LIFE” (Ecclesiastes 9:1-18) 

Life is full of twists and turns. A popular US senator who was swept out of office after only one 
term was surprised by his defeat. In his concession speech, he commented that recent events 
reminded him of an epitaph he once saw on an old tombstone. It said: I EXPECTED THIS - 
BUT NOT SO SOON. Spiritual ease and contentment with material things has always been a 
temptation even for believers. With our credit cards and creature comforts we imagine that we do 
not need God’s help much. We have no thought of heaven as we are enjoying earth so much. 
Solomon points out in chapter 9 some home truths about life that all of us must face up to. In 
particular he will speak much of death. He argues that: 

(1) LIFE IS FINITE (v1-10) 
(2) LIFE IS FRAGILE (v11-12)  
(3) LIFE MUST BE LIVED BY WISDOM (v13-18) 

For all this I considered in my heart even to declare all this, that the righteous, and the wise, and their works, are 
in the hand of God: no man knoweth either love or hatred by all that is before them. (v1) 

Solomon is starting the review the previous 8 chapters, “For all this I considered in my heart even to 
declare all this.” It leads him to the reflection that everyone is under the sovereignty of God, “that 
the righteous, and the wise, and their works, are in the hand of God.” Only God can see around the corner. 
Everyone else is blind to the exact future, “no man knoweth either love or hatred by all that is before them.” 
Swindoll rightly observed,  

“Being in the hand of God is not synonymous with or a guarantee for being economically 
prosperous, physically healthy, shielded from pain, enjoying a trouble- free occupation, 
and having everyone smile and appreciate us….But what does help is the knowledge that 
behind whatever happens is a God who loves us and cares, who hasn’t lost a handle on 
the controls.” 

 

 
 

All things come alike to all: there is one event to the righteous, and to the wicked; to the good and to the clean, and 
to the unclean; to him that sacrificeth, and to him that sacrificeth not: as is the good, so is the sinner; and he that 

sweareth, as he that feareth an oath. This is an evil among all things that are done under the sun, that there is one 
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event unto all: yea, also the heart of the sons of men is full of evil, and madness is in their heart while they live, 
and after that they go to the dead. (v2-3) 

Solomon has re-stated the principle in v1 that God is sovereign over our lives. This is true for the 
wicked and the righteous. With regard to death, Solomon will also make clear that it is not an 
accident but rather an appointment, “in the hand of God.” It is the great appointment for all, “there 
is one event to the righteous, and to the wicked; to the good and to the clean, and to the unclean; to him that 
sacrificeth, and to him that sacrificeth not.” We all share a common destiny. However, for some the fact 
of our coming death brings out the worst in those individuals, “the heart of the sons of men is full of evil, 
and madness is in their heart while they live, and after that they go to the dead.”  

We share a common destiny on earth in that all go to the grave but we don’t all share a 
common eternity as the sinner and the saint are permanently separated at the grave. Every man 
will have his destiny in one of two places – heaven or hell. Decisions on earth determine destiny 
in eternity! Many miss the critical focus – preparing to meet God. John Calvin once pointed out 
the irony that many great scholars spend all their life calculating the distance from the earth to the 
sun, and from this planet to that planet, but they don’t think of the shortness of their own life! 

For to him that is joined to all the living there is hope: for a living dog is better than a dead lion. For the living 
know that they shall die: but the dead know not any thing, neither have they any more a reward; for the memory 
of them is forgotten. Also their love, and their hatred, and their envy, is now perished; neither have they any more 

a portion for ever in any thing that is done under the sun. (v4-6) 

The reality of death is not to be all gloom and doom. Solomon explains that being alive this side 
of eternity is a hopeful thing, “For to him that is joined to all the living there is hope: for a living dog is better 
than a dead lion.” In the Middle East the lion is revered as the majestic King of the Jungle and the 
dog considered one of the lowest animals. But Solomon points out a truism that a living dog is 
always better than the carcass of a dead lion. He argues that this is because a living soul has still 
got the opportunity to potentially re-arrange many things in his life and prepare to meet death, 
“For the living know that they shall die: but the dead know not any thing, neither have they any more a reward; for 
the memory of them is forgotten.” By contrast the dead, have no further opportunities for any 
recognition or earthly reward as far as this life is concerned.  

 

 
 

This fact should energise us to serve the Lord. We must seize the golden opportunities we have in 
life the way the Lord Jesus did, “I must work the works of him that sent me, while it is day: the night cometh, 
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when no man can work.” (John 9:4) You may be “over the hill,” but that’s better than being “under 
the hill.” The old Quakers had a saying, “I expect to pass through the world but once. Any good 
therefore that I can do, or any kindness that I can show to any fellow creature, let me do it now. 
Let me not defer or neglect it, for I shall not pass this way again.” 

Go thy way, eat thy bread with joy, and drink thy wine with a merry heart; for God now accepteth thy works. Let 
thy garments be always white; and let thy head lack no ointment. Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest all 
the days of the life of thy vanity, which he hath given thee under the sun, all the days of thy vanity: for that is thy 
portion in this life, and in thy labour which thou takest under the sun. Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it 
with thy might; for there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest. (v7-

10) 

In light of what he has detailed about the finite nature of life, Solomon then returns to a familiar 
theme that life is to be enjoyed for the glory of God. This should not be mistaken for a call to a 
hedonistic fleshly life of self-indulgence in sin. But rather it is a rebuke of any discontentment or 
depression for the limited time and opportunities that providence has bestowed on us. It is God’s 
call to us to fully enjoy the life He gives us whilst fully recognising God’s sovereignty and fully 
respecting the limitations He places on us.  

 

 
So, we shouldn’t mope around but live our lives with a passion. Solomon calls us to enjoy God’s 
blessings in the simple pleasures of ordinary life: 

(1) MEALS - “Go thy way, eat thy bread with joy, and drink thy wine with a merry heart” – Faith and 
Food do go together!  

(2) SPECIAL OCCASIONS – “Let thy garments be always white; and let thy head lack no ointment.” 
The Jews wore special white garments on special occasions and anointed themselves with 
expensive fragrances instead of the usual olive oil.   

(3) MARRIAGES – “Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest all the days of the life of thy vanity, 
which he hath given thee under the sun.” The polygamist Solomon accepts that it is “wife” and 
not wives that you live joyfully with. 

(4) EMPLOYMENT AND STUDIES – “Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might.” 
Work is not a curse but a ministry or stewardship the Lord gives to His child to do. 
Spurgeon notes, “Man was not created to be idle, he was not elected to be idle, he was not 
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redeemed to be idle, he was not quickened to be idle, and he is not sanctified by God’s 
grace to be idle.” We are to serve God where He places us with a passion and commitment. 
It is not,  “Do it with all your might if you feel like it or enjoy it” or “Do it with all your 
might if they treat you right.” God calls us to be passionate and dedicated to our duties 
because He wants us to do it for His glory.  

Sadly, Solomon didn’t live up to his advice but that doesn’t make his advice here worthless. Life 
is a wonderful and precious gift from God. Use it joyfully and wisely. Don’t be apathetic and half-
hearted. We only pass this way once, “for there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the 
grave, whither thou goest.” Ray Pritchard noted, 

“That’s what life is—a whole bunch of duties large and small that “someone” has to do. 
It won’t do to complain and say, “I don’t feel like doing it.” Your feelings don’t matter. 
Whatever your hand finds to do, do it! This is the Word of God. We all have work to do, 
we all have chores, jobs, responsibilities, assignments in life. No one gets a free ride. You 
can’t stay in bed forever.” 

 

 
I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to 
the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to 
them all. For man also knoweth not his time: as the fishes that are taken in an evil net, and as the birds that are 
caught in the snare; so are the sons of men snared in an evil time, when it falleth suddenly upon them. (v11-12) 

Solomon points out that life is full of surprises. He had lived a long life and met the great and the 
good and the weak and the poor. But even this very wise king had learned that making predictions 
as to the future can make you look very foolish, “I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to 
the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet 
favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all.” God’s patterns are not predictable. His 
ways are past finding out. The finite cannot understand the infinite. Our abilities are no guarantee 
of success. Often the underdog wins over the favourite.  Sometimes the weakest and unhealthy 
live longer than the strong and healthy - sometimes the least able succeeds over the most able. 
Skill and effort are not to be ignored but neither should they be overestimated. There are many 
skilful, zealous people who fail or who die prematurely.  
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Just when you think you have something under control it can all fall apart. Disasters come 
when we least expect, “For man also knoweth not his time: as the fishes that are taken in an evil net, and as 
the birds that are caught in the snare; so are the sons of men snared in an evil time, when it falleth suddenly upon 
them.” The fish swims and the bird fly and neither imagines that they are moments from the trap 
and destruction. The same is true in life. Many get up strong, wealthy and healthy and by the end 
of the same day have lost it all. The world boasts in its maxims and advertisements that “it is your 
life” and “you control your destiny” but that is the greatest delusion. Man’s efforts will never trump 
God’s sovereignty, “but time and chance happeneth to them all.” 

This wisdom have I seen also under the sun, and it seemed great unto me: There was a little city, and few men 
within it; and there came a great king against it, and besieged it, and built great bulwarks against it: Now there 
was found in it a poor wise man, and he by his wisdom delivered the city; yet no man remembered that same poor 
man. Then said I, Wisdom is better than strength: nevertheless the poor man's wisdom is despised, and his words 

are not heard. The words of wise men are heard in quiet more than the cry of him that ruleth among fools. 
Wisdom is better than weapons of war: but one sinner destroyeth much good. (v13-18) 

Solomon gives some illustrations of how wisdom can be a blessing or it can be ignored. Sometimes 
wisdom is heeded and sometimes it is not. Solomon describes a scenario when a poor wise man 
was able to deliver a little city with his wisdom against the odds when a great King laid siege to it. 
Here is a classic example that a battle is not always to the strong. Brain is often better than brawn! 
We know from our experience here in Singapore than small, weak nations can succeed more than 
large, powerful ones. The ultimate example is the nation of Israel. The wise poor man’s service to 
his nation was soon forgotten, “yet no man remembered that same poor man.” Many countries are littered 
with statues and monuments to men and women who did great things for that nation and the 
world but yet are forgotten by current generations.  

Solomon notes that God’s wisdom can turn what looks like sure defeat into victory, 
although his wisdom may not even be remembered. He also notes that it may even be popularly 
rejected, “Then said I, Wisdom is better than strength: nevertheless the poor man’s wisdom is despised, and his 
words are not heard.” But popular rejection is no sign that it is wrong or ineffective. We shouldn’t 
judge the wisdom of a decision or statement by how well received it is among the world. The world 
rarely accepts God’s wisdom. If you approach life assuming that the world will value wisdom and 
exalt it and promote it and reward it, you’ll more often than not be wrong!  

One of the tragic facts of life is that those who shout the loudest are often the most foolish. 
For the loudest vessels make the most noise! Solomon urged his readers to listen carefully to the 
wise, “The words of wise men are heard in quiet more than the cry of him that ruleth among fools.” Kidner notes, 

“In the pattern of the chapter this is one more example of what is unpredictable and cruel 
in life, to sap our confidence in what we can make of it on our own. The last two verses 
give an extra thrust to the parable by showing first how valuable and then how vulnerable 
is wisdom. We are left with more than a suspicion that in human politics the last word will 
regularly go to the loud voice of verse 17 or the cold steel of verse 18. Seldom to truth, 
seldom to merit.  

Solomon concluded by noting that one life can do great good or great damage, “Wisdom is 
better than weapons of war: but one sinner destroyeth much good.” Like a small lever than opens a great door, 
we all can effect great change. J. Vernon McGee points out,  
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“But one sinner destroys much good. There is a tremendous influence exerted by the life 
of one individual and the influence is more potent when it is in the wrong direction. 
History will bear this out. Adam sinned and his sin affected the entire race of mankind. 
Achan sinned and because of him an entire nation went down in defeat. They had to deal 
with the sin of Achan before they could achieve a victory. Rehoboam’s sin split the 
kingdom of Israel. The sin of Ananias and Sapphira brought the first defect into the early 
church. From that day on the church was not as potent as it had been from the beginning. 
You and I have an influence either for good or for bad, no matter who you are, you occupy 
a place of influence. For none of us lives to himself and no man dies to himself…..It may 
be a very small circle but you are affecting someone.”  

There is a positive side to this. Just as one person can do much damage so one person can do 
much good. History attests that a righteous person can change the direction of nations. Just look 
at the impact men and women like Abraham, Joseph, Ruth, Daniel, Apostle Paul etc had. Each of 
us has an opportunity to do much good in our individual lives, homes, churches, communities, 
nation or world.  

The crisis in the world today simply reminds us we are not in charge, and we are more 
vulnerable than we dreamed. God has you on his heart at this very moment. He will not forget 
you because He cannot forget you. He’s at work in the future while we live in the present. The 
opportunity and ability to enjoy life is not just a gift from God, it is His desire for you. Yet many 
people, including many Christians, are utterly bored with life. A common expression of many of 
their apathy and boredom is “Whatever.”  

We must not be dreamers but dedicated doers of deeds. There is always work to be done. 
CH Spurgeon noted, “One good deed is worth more than a thousand brilliant theories.” Are you 
making the most out of life? Society may demean your work as “less valuable” or “non-essential” 
but God never does. Don’t be discontented or depressed. Rise up and do your best for the glory 
of God. Follow Solomon’s advice, “Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might; for there is no 
work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest.” Commit all your ways to God’s 
glory and your life will never be boring. 

We can’t all be captains, some have to be crew. 

There’s something for all of us here. 

There’s work to be done and we’ve all got to do 

Our part in a way that’s sincere. 

If you can’t be a highway, then just be a trail. 

If you can’t be the sun, be a star. 

If isn’t by size that you win or fail. 

Be the best of whatever you are. 

 

 

 


