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This evening our text is the whole of Ecclesiastes 6. This chapter is more 

or less all about the same thing, so I can cover it in one sermon. This 

chapter is about the vanity of not enjoying life. The verses that come 

directly before this text are about enjoying life. We looked at that last 

week. But everyone does not enjoy life. And that is what this chapter is 

about. 

The author of Ecclesiastes is observing life under the sun. That is what 

wisdom literature is about. It is about observations about life under the 

sun. It is also about life in the light of God which is life under the sun 

plus an awareness that there is more to life than life under the sun. But 

large sections of Ecclesiastes are grappling with life under the sun which 

does not take God into account. When Ecclesiastes speaks of life under 

the sun it is speaking about life which does not take God into account. 

And the message is that life under the sun – that is life which does not 

take God into account is pretty bleak. Certainly, one of the messages of 

Ecclesiastes is that life apart from God is pretty empty and sad. In most 

of the passages in Ecclesiastes where God makes an appearance, it is 

like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. That does not mean 

that life that takes God into account is without struggle and enigmas. 

But it does mean that if we take God into account, we at least know that 

there is someone above the sun who knows what is going on – we know 

that there are answers to our questions even if we often do not know 

what those answers are and have to live with that fact.  



Anyway, today the author of Ecclesiastes is leading our thoughts to 

something that he considers to be a grievous evil and another instance 

of something that is vain or meaningless or a great puzzle and that is the 

fact that so many people who seem to have it all are not happy.  God is 

only mentioned once in this chapter and what it says about God is that 

often he withholds the power from many people to enjoy their wealth 

and possessions and honor. “Verses 1-2, "1There is an evil that I have 

seen under the sun, and it lies heavy on mankind: 2a man to whom God 

gives wealth, possessions, and honor, so that he lacks nothing of all that 

he desires, yet God does not give him power to enjoy them, but a 

stranger enjoys them. This is vanity; it is a grievous evil."  

 The rest of the chapter makes the same point in different ways. In 

verses 3-5 refers to a hypothetical man who fathers a hundred children 

and lives a long life. In that culture having lots of children and having a 

long life were good things. People who experienced such things were 

generally happy with their lives. But Ecclesiastes is imagining someone 

who has all these good things, but “his soul is not satisfied with life’s 

good things….” The mention of this man dying without a burial is 

difficult to understand. One suggestion is that this hypothetical man did 

not prepare for a decent burial and so even his death is unfulfilled. 

Whatever the significance of having no burial, the overall point of the 

section is clear enough. This man has it all and he is not satisfied. 

“[A] stillborn child is better off than he.”  A stillborn child has lived a 

very limited life. He has “never seen the sun or known anything.” He has 

never known consciousness. But he has also never known the feeling of 

dissatisfaction while surrounded with life’s good things. And so, what 

little of life he has lived has been peaceful. The stillborn child “finds rest 

rather than he.”  Basically, Ecclesiastes is saying that it is better to have 

lived without experiencing anything of life rather than having so many 

of life’s good things without enjoying them and being satisfied by them. 

Verse 6 brings up death again. Even if the man should live 2000 years 

without any enjoyment it is all empty and vain because at the end of his 

miserable life, the man dies, and his life was just one long misery ended 

by death. 



Verses 7-9 carries on in the same vein. Verse 7 speaks of one who works 

to meet his needs but experiences no satisfaction. Verse 8 says that the 

wise man has no advantage over the fool. The poor man who knows 

how to live wisely is no better off than other people. Verse 9 sums up 

the point of this section. “Better is the sight of the eyes than the 

wandering of the appetite….” He is still speaking about satisfaction. 

Better to enjoy what you have than always to be unsatisfied. His point is 

that both wise people and fools can be unhappy in life. You can know a 

lot about living successfully and still be empty and dissatisfied. 

Verses 10-12 bring up some other reasons that life can be vain and 

empty and dissatisfying. He repeats the idea that there is nothing new 

under the sun. “Whatever has come to be has already been named….” 

He repeats the idea that God has his plan and is in control and man is of 

relatively little significance. “[I]t is known what man is, and that he is 

not able to dispute with one stronger than he.” The “one stronger than 

he” is God and man is not able to dispute with him. Many words do not 

make a difference. “The more words, the more vanity, and what is the 

advantage to man?” And then the final expression of despair. “For who 

knows what a good for man while he lives the few days of his vain life, 

which he passes like a shadow? For who can tell man what will be after 

him under the sun.”   

This is not a happy chapter. It is saying that for many people, life sucks. 

The main theme is that there are many people who are not living happy 

and satisfying lives. They may have wealth and possessions and honor. 

They may have long lives and many children. They can work and work 

and work. They can be wise compared to others so that they are 

successful at life. And yet they can be unhappy. They can be dissatisfied. 

They can feel empty and that their lives are not worth living. The point 

is that this is common, and it is bad. It is vanity and it is a grievous evil 

and a striving after wind. Many people live short miserable lives and 

then they die. They may even have many of life’s good things, but they 

are miserable and then they die and the whole business is in vain. 

Now not everyone lives like this. There are people who find enjoyment 

in eating and drinking and working as we saw last week from chapter 

5:18-20. The difference is that God gives some people the power to 



enjoy their lives and he withholds that power from other people. 5:18-

20 describe a person to whom God gives the power to enjoy his life. And 

chapter 6 describes someone to whom God does not give that power. 

And since chapter 6 is our text this evening, our focus is on this sad 

truth that there are many people who have it all except the power from 

God to enjoy their lives. There are many people who have wealth, 

possessions and honor, who lack nothing, except the power to enjoy 

their lives. That is the sad reality of life under the sun. 

So, we will ponder this for a while. We will try to understand this better 

and try to understand what the message is for us. Ecclesiastes wants us 

to ponder this phenomenon that he is describing and to learn 

something from it. So that is what we will do. 

First of all, we will think of some reasons that people can be surrounded 

with life’s good things and not be satisfied. This is something that is very 

common in our affluent society. We are one of the most affluent 

societies in the history of the world, but unhappiness is an epidemic. 

That is not to say that everyone is unhappy. But there are an awful lot of 

people who are rich and increased with goods and have need of 

nothing, but they are not happy. 

There are many books and articles written about this. This is not only 

taught in the Bible. It has not escaped the notice of the observers of our 

society. The fact that so many people in our affluent society are 

profoundly unhappy is the subject of study and analysis by scholars in 

the social sciences. There is a book that was written way back in 1997 

by Jessie O’Neill called The Golden Ghetto: The Psychology of Affluence 

which probed this phenomenon. O’Neill popularized the term, 

“affluenza” which she defines as “the collective addictions, character 

flaws, psychological wounds, neuroses, and behavioral disorders caused 

or greatly exacerbated by the presence of or desire for excess money…. 

In individuals, affluenza manifests itself as a dysfunctional or unhealthy 

relationship with money and may cause feelings of shame, guilt, anger, 

rampant materialism, hording, and/or all manner of 

addictive/compulsive behaviors.” 

Clearly there are a lot of different ways that people who are living 

prosperous lives can be unhappy. One factor can be one’s psychological 



make up. Some people are more prone to be miserable while others are 

more prone to be content. You see this in babies already. God gives 

some people personalities that are more inclined towards seeing the 

glass as half empty and he gives others personalities that are more 

inclined to see the glass as half full. 

Then there are illnesses like depression and anxiety. The number of 

people in our society who are on anti-depressants or anti-anxiety 

meditations is staggering. Sometimes it is because of the inner biology 

of the brain. Sometimes it is because of circumstances. Sometimes it is 

because of unhealthy way of thinking about things. But whatever the 

reason or combination of reasons, the fact is that a large number of 

people in our affluent society struggle with these forms of unhappiness. 

Sometimes the reason for the unhappiness is the desire for more. It is 

common for people at every level of income to be dissatisfied with what 

they have and who are looking to more money to make them happy. 

I’ve recently read a book called Affluenza: When Too Much is Never 

Enough. This book deals with the situation in Australia, but what it 

describes is true for our society as well. One of the thing the authors 

describe is the unhappiness that many Australians feel because of their 

current level of income. “In the private domain, Australia is beset by a 

constant rumble of complaint—as if we are experiencing hard times. 

When asked whether they can afford to buy everything they really 

need, nearly two-thirds of Australians say ‘no’. If we remember that 

Australia is one of the world’s richest countries and that Australians 

today have real incomes three times higher than in 1950, it is 

remarkable that such a high proportion feel so deprived. Average 

earnings exceed $50 000 a year, yet a substantial majority of Australians 

who experience no real hardship—and indeed live lives of abundance—

believe that they have difficulty making ends meet and that they qualify 

as battlers.” 

I could go on. Many people in our affluent society are profoundly 

unhappy. The reasons are many and the percentage of unhappy people 

is high. This is what the author of Ecclesiastes observed in his time and 

no doubt it is a feature of every age. “There is an evil that I have seen 

under the sun, and it lies heavy on mankind: a man to whom God gives 



wealth, possessions, and honor, so that he lacks nothing of all that he 

desires, yet God does not give him power to enjoy them….”  

Now it is interesting that just as the thinkers of our society see the same 

problem that Ecclesiastes is describing, they also have solutions. There 

are medications for depression and anxiety and there is a vast army of 

counsellors and psychiatrists and psychologists to help people deal with 

their unhappiness and move towards greater happiness in their lives. 

There is a whole field of study called Positive Psychology which is 

devoted to understanding why people are unhappy and how they can 

live lives that are more satisfying and joyful. Positive Psychology has 

been called the science of happiness. And no doubt a lot of people are 

helped by the insights of all these scholars and professionals. And it is 

consistent with biblical teaching that this should be so.  The Bible 

teaches that wisdom is rooted in observations and there is wisdom that 

is found in the world as well as among the people of God. The experts 

on biblical wisdom have observed that many of the proverbs in the Bible 

are also found in the wisdom literature of pagan nations. 

So, there is some insight from secular counselling that is consistent with 

biblical teaching. And that fact is consistent with biblical teaching. So, 

counsellors can give strategies for dealing with depression and anger 

and stress and anxiety. They can help people find out why they are 

unhappy and how to live lives that are more meaningful and satisfying. 

They can point to the emptiness of living only for money and 

possessions. They can direct people to learn to give of themselves 

rather than living only for themselves. They can help people to have 

more satisfying and fulfilling relationships with other people in their 

lives. Much of what they say mirrors what the Bible says about living a 

happy life and no doubt their techniques do help a lot of people live 

happier lives. 

I bring this up because our text invites us to ponder this whole matter of 

people who have wealth and possessions and who are yet unhappy. We 

have seen some of the ways that this is so in our society and we have 

seen a little of what the world does about that. The world also knows 

that this is a problem and it has its strategies of dealing with it.  



But is this where the author of Ecclesiastes wants us to go with this 

problem? It is interesting that this passage itself does not propose a 

solution. It simply describes the problem. The author wants us to see 

the problem and to think about it. But does he have an answer?  

Well part of his answer is found in this idea that God gives some people 

the power to enjoy their lives and he withholds that power from others. 

In the verses that we look at last week, the verses that come directly 

before this text, he has described someone who does enjoy his life 

because God gives him the power to enjoy his life. And in this section, 

he speaks of people to whom God does not give the power to enjoy 

their lives.  

Now we can look at this on two levels. There is the level of life under 

the sun in which some people who do not know God have relatively 

enjoyable lives while other people who do not know God have relatively 

miserable lives. That difference ultimately comes from God who is in 

control of all things. God gives some people of the world the power to 

enjoy their lives and he does not give that power to others. 

But Ecclesiastes is asking us to think of this at a deeper level. The book 

of Ecclesiastes as a whole is making the point in all kinds of ways that 

life apart from God is ultimately unsatisfactory. The overall point of 

Ecclesiastes is that life is ultimately meaningless apart from God. And if 

we take this chapter in the light of the whole book and in the light of 

the Bible as a whole, it is clear that there is a kind of enjoyment of life 

that is not possible only on the basis of life under the sun – that is only 

on the basis of this earthly life. Even people who are happy in their lives 

without God are missing a deeper kind of happiness that is not possible 

apart from God. 

It is significant for the interpretation of every passage in Ecclesiastes 

that the book ends with these words: “The end of the matter; all has 

been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the 

whole duty of man. For God will bring every deed into judgment, with 

every secret thing, whether good or evil.”  So, it is better if people 

without God are happy than if they are unhappy. But even if they are 

happy with their lives one of the reasons that it is possible for them to 



be a happy without God is that they are not taking into account the fact 

that “God will bring every deed into judgement.”   

If we think about the fact that so many people in the world are unhappy 

and dissatisfied, it is not enough that they get some counselling so that 

they will be a happier. The joy and satisfaction that is needed is a joy 

and satisfaction that will hold up in the light of the judgment of God. 

The overall message of Ecclesiastes is that all the issues that it raises 

must be looked at in the light of the fact that God will bring every deed 

into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil. 

The reality that puts everything into perspective is the judgment of God. 

And any happiness that people experience in this life that does not take 

the judgment of God into account is a happiness that is based on the 

denial of that judgment. In order for the people of the world to be 

happy they must suppress the truth of the reality of the judgment of 

God. The happiness that does not take into account the fact that there 

is more to life than life under the sun, is a happiness which requires 

living in denial of the judgment of God. But that is hard to do, and many 

people are troubled by feelings of guilt. 

It is interesting that one of the reasons that many people are unhappy is 

that they struggle with feelings of guilt. Wilfred M. McClay has written 

an article called “The Strange Persistence of Guilt.” In that article he 

writes that “The stupendous achievements of the West in improving the 

material conditions of human life and extending the blessings of liberty 

and dignity to more and more people are in danger of being 

countervailed and even negated by a growing burden of guilt that 

poisons our social relations and hinders our efforts to live happy and 

harmonious lives.” This man is not writing as a Christian. And he is 

saying that guilt is an important reason that many people are unhappy. 

The Bible teaching is that the kind of happiness that we need is a 

happiness that comes from being right with God so that we can face the 

judgment of God without fear. It is a happiness that comes from being 

right with God. It is a happiness that comes from being in a harmonious 

relationship with God. And it is a happiness that comes from learning to 

live in harmony with God’s law which is the blue-print for a rich and 

satisfying life. 



“Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of 

man. For God will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret 

thing, whether good or evil.” This is where Ecclesiastes ends up. And any 

happiness that is worth having must take that truth into account. 

Ecclesiastes does not tell us how we can have joy in the light of the 

judgment of God. It raises the question. The rest of the Bible gives the 

answer. 

And that answer is ultimately Jesus Christ. Jesus came to make it 

possible for people to have joy in the face of judgment. He came to 

bring a happiness that does not have to suppress the truth of God’s 

judgment to exist. He came to live and die that guilty sinners might be 

forgiven and have peace with God. He also came to set us free from the 

tyranny of sin so that we might know the joy of living life as it was 

meant to be lived. 

This is the foundation for a happiness that is like no other. It is peace 

with God. It is love from God and for God. It is being a child of God. It is 

a joy in God himself – in knowing him and in worshipping him and in 

serving him. And that happiness is one that can persist in difficult times 

as well as welcome times.  

In Philippians 4:4, Paul writes, “Rejoice in the Lord always; against I will 

say rejoice.” He says in verse 6 of the same chapter, “[D]o not be 

anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication 

with thanksgiving let your request be made known to God. And the 

peace of God, which passes all understanding, will guard your hearts 

and your minds in Christ Jesus.” In verses 10-13 he writes, “… I have 

learned in whatever situation I am to be content. I know how to be 

brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and every circumstance, 

I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and 

need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me.” 

This does not mean that life for God’s people is always easy. It does not 

mean that they will not suffer and struggle and sorrow. Paul faced 

hunger and need as well as plenty and abundance. But through Christ 

who strengthened him he had learned to be content and to rejoice in 

the Lord even as he suffered. 



So, we think of Ecclesiastes 6. So many people are not happy even as 

they live in plenty and abundance. The world has its answers and there 

is some wisdom in them. But the world cannot offer a happiness that 

can persist in the light of the judgment of God. And the world cannot 

offer a happiness that is rooted in a loving relationship with God and a 

life of seeking to please God. The world cannot offer a happiness that 

can enjoy wealth and possessions without living for them. The world 

cannot offer a happiness that can be content in all circumstances 

because the foundation for the happiness is God himself who is there 

regardless of circumstances. 

But this is what we can know by trusting in Jesus and following him and 

living for him. It is not that Christians are never sad. The Bible does not 

promise an easy life for the followers of God. But what it does promise 

is the foundation for a joy that continues in good times and in bad and 

that can continue in the face of death and judgment. Ecclesiastes 

struggles with so many difficult things about life under the sun. But the 

answer to that struggle is the fact that there is more to life than life 

under the sun. There is a God in heaven who is the source of life and the 

meaning of life and the goal of life. He does not answer all of our 

questions but he himself is the answer and he is the foundation of a joy 

that transcends the joys of life under the sun and at the same time 

enriches those joys that he gives us in his marvelous grace and 

generosity. 


