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“UNDERSTANDING LIFE – BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES” 

“KNOWN KNOWNS ABOUT LIFE” (Ecclesiastes 11:1-10) 

The title, “Ecclesiastes,” comes from the Latin form of the Greek word for a preacher. Solomon 
as a preacher has spent many chapters detailing the results of his investigations and observations 
about meaning and satisfaction in life. He will now start drawing his extensive arguments to a 
conclusion. In this penultimate chapter, Solomon will state two things about life:  

(1) LIFE IS TO BE LIVED BY FAITH (v1-6) 
(2) LIVE IS A GIFT TO BE TREASURED (v7-10)  

Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days. Give a portion to seven, and also to eight; 
for thou knowest not what evil shall be upon the earth (v1-2) 

Solomon understood that the Christian life is not a singular moment but a life to be lived. God 
didn’t save us from our sins and then abandon us. Grace saves us, keeps us, and takes us all the 
way home to glory. The Christian life is a pilgrimage with many twists and turns on the long 
journey to our final destination. Such a life has to begin by justification by faith but it also must be 
lived by faith. Solomon selects two common activities to illustrate this point: 

(i) MERCHANT SENDING OUT SHIPS (v1-2) 
(ii) FARMER SOWING SEED (v3-6) 

In both these activities a great deal of faith is required for neither the merchant nor the farmer has 
control of all the circumstances surrounding his investments. A huge degree of uncontrolled risk 
is something he has to factor in before beginning. For instance, a storm can wreck his ships or a 
storm can destroy his crops. If a merchant or farmer waited until all risk was eliminated before 
beginning to invest, he never would get anything completed. Solomon himself was heavily 
involved in all different kinds of international trade and local agricultural industries (cf. 1 Kings 
9:26-27; 10:14-15) These were long-term investments that took months and, even years, to return 
a profit. Disasters and storms are an inevitable part of life. It took faith and patience to be involved 
in such activities. 

 

 
Solomon sets forth the principle of taking a step of faith, “Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt 
find it after many days. Give a portion to seven, and also to eight; for thou knowest not what evil shall be upon the 
earth.” Apparently the Jews used the expression, “Cast thy bread upon the waters” for a proverb for an 
act that had the appearance of wasteful expenditure. The risk taker investor was criticised for acting 
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like a man who throws good bread away in the water. However, you must speculate to accumulate 
in life. Nothing is guaranteed. Life has a certain amount of risk to it. Humans and businesses 
operate in a fundamentally uncertain world. We are compelled to make choices every day which 
are impacted by factors known and unknown. The pessimist always hoards his resources and 
argues to the investor “You will never see that bread again; it’s gone forever!” If you’re looking 
for an excuse for doing nothing, you can find one! 

Rather than be paralysed with doubts and fears, Solomon is exhorting his readers that they 
must seize the opportunities that providence puts in our way, “Cast thy bread upon the waters.” Just 
as a merchant invests in his shipping business knowing that it might be “after many days”  before 
his investment returns a profit so we must have the same patience. We must sow the seeds of good 
deeds all around us and leave the harvest to the Lord. Eventually the Lord will bless the harvest. 
This may be in our lifetimes or in eternity, “for thou shalt find it after many days.” The reward is 
guaranteed.  

There is a wider application than simply to business. If a man is waiting for God to clear 
away every potential obstacle before he serves the Lord, then he never will begin to serve. Such 
paralysis is the opposite of wisdom. That’s not how the Christian life works. Life is filled with the 
unexpected twists and turns. We must sow in tears but expect to reap in joy (Psa. 126:6). If the 
Apostle Paul had refused to leave on his missionary journeys until God provided a detailed 
itinerary and all the funds, he never would have started. The reward is certain but the wait is equally 
certain. Patience is a spiritual virtue of the investment of our lives. The safest and wisest way to 
invest out lives is to serve the Lord. Foster points out,  

“Have patience. That which is apparently lost is deposited. And in God’s own good time 
it will produce a most luxuriant harvest after many days. Paul cast his bread upon the 
waters of many oceans, seas, continents and capital cities. Two thousand years later he 
continues to reap. ‘Let us not cave in, for in due season we shall reap if we faint not’ 
(Galatians 6:9). Happy, fortunate, and to be envied are you who cast your bread upon the 
waters.” 

Solomon goes on to argue that we should be as generous and gracious as possible, “Give a 
portion to seven, and also to eight; for thou knowest not what evil shall be upon the earth.” We must diversify 
our investments. It is highly risky to put your eggs in one basket! This is true of our investments 
in the lives of others. A life that has received so much, should be willing to help much. The Lord 
Jesus Christ made a similar observation, “Give, and it shall be given unto you; good measure, pressed down, 
and shaken together, and running over, shall men give into your bosom. For with the same measure that ye mete 
withal it shall be measured to you again.” (Luke 6:38) One of the saddest things about the rule of David 
and Solomon is that David practiced this and Solomon didn’t. For it was Solomon who ended up 
overtaxing the people to pay for his largesse whereas David was the beloved King who was liberal 
in his generosity to his people. We must ask ourselves: Why am I placing limits on what God can do 
through me? Why am I failing to be generous to as many as possible? J. Vernon McGee points out,  

“When you are doing good, be sure to help more than one person. Help quite a few people 
because you may get in trouble yourself at some later time and there will be many people 
who will be willing to help you. The Lord Jesus told a parable along this line and it is 
recorded in Luke 16: There was an unjust steward who was really a crook. He made friends 
for himself by reducing their debts to his master so that when he lost his job, he could go 
to them for help.”  
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In a nutshell, Solomon is informing us that life is a mixture of  known knowns and known 
unknowns. When we consider our future plans and actions, the known knowns are those matters 
which you are fully aware of and can plan for in advance such as the guaranteed reward, “for thou 
shalt find it after many days.” But the known unknowns are those risks which you know that you don’t 
know because they are real but their quantity and effect are unknown to us, “for thou knowest not 
what evil shall be upon the earth” (Of course, they aren’t unknown to God). 

If the clouds be full of rain, they empty themselves upon the earth: and if the tree fall toward the south, or toward 
the north, in the place where the tree falleth, there it shall be. He that observeth the wind shall not sow; and he 

that regardeth the clouds shall not reap. As thou knowest not what is the way of the spirit, nor how the bones do 
grow in the womb of her that is with child: even so thou knowest not the works of God who maketh all. In the 
morning sow thy seed, and in the evening withhold not thine hand: for thou knowest not whether shall prosper, 

either this or that, or whether they both shall be alike good. (v3-6) 

Solomon points out there are many factors that will follow the pattern set by providence, “If the 
clouds be full of rain, they empty themselves upon the earth: and if the tree fall toward the south, or toward the north, 
in the place where the tree falleth, there it shall be.” We must use our sanctified common sense when we 
plan and start on a venture. If it looks inevitable that rain is highly likely by the dark clouds 
overhead, then bring an umbrella out with you. Likewise when you see a large tree falling towards 
a clear direction, don’t expect it to end up in the opposite direction when it lands.  

 

 
If you are a control freak and demand to know everything, then you will be miserable and be 
paralysed by inertia, “He that observeth the wind shall not sow; and he that regardeth the clouds shall not reap.” 
This is not a plea for recklessness or to ignore any prudent due diligence before investing. 
Common sense is not to be abandoned. But we should not go the other extreme and await perfect 
conditions before beginning on a venture. We need to accept by faith that God isn’t going to reveal 
to us a complete blueprint for our lives. He knows the blueprint but He doesn’t share all the details, 
“As thou knowest not what is the way of the spirit, nor how the bones do grow in the womb of her that is with child: 
even so thou knowest not the works of God who maketh all.” We must be content to accept that God’s 
ways aren’t always explainable to us. But just because the obstetrician isn’t able to adequately 
explain how a baby is formed or develop in the womb, we don’t decide to avoid having children. 
Likewise we must have the same attitude to other areas of our lives. The Apostle Paul began his 
long ministry with just this knowledge about the future, “But the Lord said unto him, Go thy way: for 
he is a chosen vessel unto me, to bear my name before the Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Israel: For I will 
shew him how great things he must suffer for my name's sake.” (Acts 9:15-16) With that bare skeleton of an 
outline, he launched the next few decades of his long ministry.  
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Rather than demand what isn’t possible. We must expect the unexpected and keep serving, 
“In the morning sow thy seed, and in the evening withhold not thine hand: for thou knowest not whether shall 
prosper, either this or that, or whether they both shall be alike good.” We must not just sow the seed and 
abandon our responsibilities at that point. Rather we must sow, water, weed and guard the crops. 
This must be continuously, “In the morning…..and in the evening.” The wise farmer simply does what 
he can and controls what is in his ability to control and, then, leaves the outcome to providence.  

 

 
We must learn the discipline of doing our best and leaving God to weave it to produce something 
unexpectedly beautiful. We mustn’t try to second guess God. It is enough to know the broad 
spectrum of His plan. Solomon is guiding us away from an overly analytical approach to life. The 
Arabs have a saying, “The water you pour on the roots of the coconut tree comes back to you 
sweetened in milk of the nut, which drops from the branches.” Brian Bell put it well, 

Waiting for perfect conditions will mean inactivity! 

If you’re looking for the perfect church, you’ll never join one. 

If you’re looking for the perfect ministry, you’ll never serve in one. 

If you’re waiting until you have enough $ to live on, you’ll never give! 

If you’re waiting for a certain amount in the bank before you have children, you’ll 
never have kids!  

Truly the light is sweet, and a pleasant thing it is for the eyes to behold the sun: But if a man live many years, and 
rejoice in them all; yet let him remember the days of darkness; for they shall be many. All that cometh is vanity. 

(v7-8) 

Solomon then turns to make some conclusions as to the value of life, “Truly the light is sweet, and a 
pleasant thing it is for the eyes to behold the sun.” This statement is linked to the previous ones in v1-6. 
For the man that doesn’t allow himself to be paralysed by fears and inertia will reap the sweet 
rewards of his labour. Satisfaction and happiness does not come from our possessions but from 
our attitude to the workings of God in our lives.  

Many people, including professing Christians, get very little joy out of life. That is a tragedy. 
There are so many blessings in life that we don’t fully appreciate. We must learn to enjoy the fresh 
air, birds singing and the bright flowers. Every day is a gift from a Sovereign God that is filled with 
potential blessings. He gave us “richly all things to enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17b) We must carpe diem or seize 
the day of opportunities. What are you waiting for to enjoy life? None of us will get any younger! 
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Solomon warns that all too soon life passes you by and the physical limitations of old age comes 
upon you, “But if a man live many years, and rejoice in them all; yet let him remember the days of darkness; for 
they shall be many. All that cometh is vanity.” You get a sense of the old king wearily writing these words 
as he reflects on his misspent youth. His once handsome features are now marked with age and 
his vibrant, youthful physique has declined into a much weaker form. Someone once observed 
that “Aging is when everything hurts, and what doesn’t hurt doesn’t work.” 

 

 
 

Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth; and let thy heart cheer thee in the days of thy youth, and walk in the ways of 
thine heart, and in the sight of thine eyes: but know thou, that for all these things God will bring thee into 

judgment. Therefore remove sorrow from thy heart, and put away evil from thy flesh: for childhood and youth are 
vanity. (v9-10) 

Solomon’s parents gave him much valuable counsel as to how to live his life. Sadly, Solomon didn’t 
follow that wisdom consistently. The old King wasted much of his life on the flesh. He doesn’t 
want his readers to make the same mistake. Being young is a wonderful privilege but yet so few 
truly appreciate it. It is a time of energy, ambition, excitement and hope. Few older people 
emigrate, change careers or move home. But young people aren’t held back by these barriers. 
Solomon urges the young to embrace the blessings of youth, “Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth; and 
let thy heart cheer thee in the days of thy youth, and walk in the ways of thine heart, and in the sight of thine eyes.” 
Younger people should act like younger people. That’s part of the joys of youth. For sadly all too 
many young people, life has become a grim marathon of apathy, discontentment, whines, groans, 
and sighs. Happiness is a choice! We must make that choice. Hubbard points,  

“Like a bubble the days of our youth soon burst so we have to clutch them while we can. 
Obviously, the wise man was not counselling a rebellious or wild style of life when he told 
his students to walk in the ways of your heart. Lawlessness, wickedness, lewdness were as 
much out-of-bounds for him as for any of Israel’s wise men. Take your fill of life. Do your 
best at what you do. Live each day to the hilt in work, in love and in the enjoyment of 
God’s good gifts. All of these are displays of God’s grace. He will judge us as to whether 
we have made the most of them.” 

The old king has a word of warning, “but know thou, that for all these things God will bring thee into 
judgment.” There is no free pass in life. Choices have consequences. We must bear in mind that 
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there is a day of accountability coming. Swindoll writes, “God inserts just enough warnings to keep 
us obedient.” It is vital to keep the right balance and perspective on life, “Therefore remove sorrow from 
thy heart, and put away evil from thy flesh: for childhood and youth are vanity.” 

 

 
You cannot sow your wild oats and then pray that the harvest day never comes! We always reap 
what we sow. Spurgeon put it well when he noted, “Youthful sins lay a foundation for aged 
sorrows.” Each day is a fresh gift from God. Live it wisely and live it joyfully.  

 

Thus generations come and go,  

From youth to age they wiser grow;  

Yet as they pass they all relate  

They learn their lessons just too late.  

Our junior wisecracks dodge the truth  

That dense old parents once were youth,  

That present youth must older grow,  

Oft haunted by, “I told you so”,  

And all their youthful bombast rue  

When they as parents suffer too! 
 
 
 
 


