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I’VE SEEN IT ALL – and it’s still my duty to be joyful
Ecclesiastes 8:1 – 9:1a (text)   Psalm 37:1-11, 23-34

Last Sunday we looked at what was the cause of our problems in life and in the world in general, especially in the light of the fact that life often doesn’t fall out according to the rules. “I directed my mind to know, to investigate, and to seek wisdom and an explanation, and to know the evil of folly and the foolishness of madness…. Behold, I have discovered this, says the Preacher, adding one thing to another to find an explanation, which I am still seeking but have not found.” Eventually, the Preacher found that he could only answer that question by turning to the Word of God, and, “Behold, I have found only this, that God made men upright, but they have sought out many devices.”    Ecclesiastes 7:25, 27-28a, 29.

The cause of man’s problems is that he has turned from the righteousness in which God made him and become a sinner. But thankfully, God has not left it at that. He has provided a way of salvation. He sent his Son as an offering for sin and so he also tells us that if we will repent of our sin and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, we shall be saved. 

But, as wonderful as that is – and it is very wonderful, for by it, at the very least, we know that whatever happens in this world, in the next we will have all our tears wiped away and all the wrongs righted. But we are still creatures of this world and to be unconcerned about what happens in it would be to deny some of what we are. Not to mentioned displaying a callousness about our fellow man who suffers injustice.

To a great extent, Ecclesiastes is not so very concerned about the whys and wherefores of things in the world as it is in how to live in the world as it is. The Bible tells us the cause of all the world’s problems is sin and although we may have salvation, sin and problems still exist and still frustrate us; they worry us. How do we live with this?

Simply put, the Preacher calls us back to something he has already called us to before. In 2:24 he said, “There is nothing better for a man than to eat and drink and tell himself that his labour is good. This also I have seen, that it is from the hand of God.” And again, in 5:18-20, “Here is what I have seen to be good and fitting: to eat, to drink and enjoy oneself in all one’s labour in which he toils under the sun during the few hears of his life which God has given him; for this is his reward. 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 labour; this is the gift of God. For he will not often consider the years of his life, because God keeps him occupied with the gladness of his heart.”

And the Preacher calls us to this again in our chapter this morning. Verse 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.” Brothers and sisters, it is our duty to be happy and to enjoy life. Paul commands us, “Rejoice in the Lord; and again I say, Rejoice.”    Philippians 4:4.

Maybe you too think you’ve seen it all, just like the Preacher said he had in our previous text. Yet, by God’s grace, you have not fallen into the cynicism that human wisdom might drive you to. But my, it’s still pretty hard to live with entrenched injustice and wickedness and hypocrisy. Well, it is living joyfully in the midst of frustration with wickedness that our text this morning deals with. So, first off, the Preacher speaks about

1.	LIVING WISELY UNDER TYRANNY
‘’Who is like the wise man and who knows the interpretation of a matter? A man’s wisdom illumines him and causes his face to beam,” verse 1. The verse is a bit hard to translate and know exactly what it means – and beam is perhaps a bit strong. The point is: it is hard to live under a harsh king or a harsh government and under such it is very easy to get down in the mouth. Wisdom will teach us how to adapt and still come up smiling, even though life may be very hard and there might be a lot that goes against our Christian grain. We may increasingly have to learn this. There are times to hit things head on; there are also times, so Isaiah says, to stay in our homes and keep our heads down until the storm blows over. There are also times to give a wise answer with a smile.

Verse 2 says, “Keep the command of the king because of the oath before God.” I am not sure what oath that is. But even our Profession of Faith vows would do. As Christians we profess to follow Christ and accept the Law of God and bind ourselves to live by it.

Romans 13 tells us that even Nero’s government, with his horrible persecution, was set up by God and, unless it requires us actually to go against the clear Word of God, we must accept it. We will only, under the greatest provocation, and for the honour of and obedience to God, join revolution.

This is the teaching of the whole of Scripture. It is also the way of wisdom, according to the Preacher. “So don’t be in a hurry to leave his court or join in an evil matter – is that a reference to revolution? – for the king will do as he pleases, his word is authority” (v.3f.). When he finds out, he’ll have you hung, drawn, and quartered and who will intervene on your behalf when the king is in that mood? Even Mordecai, in the story of Esther, who as a Jew had no love for the Persians, nevertheless revealed a plot against the king and saved the kingdom. 

That support for the king was later to save his own neck, and Esther’s; in fact, the whole nation. “He who keeps a royal command experiences no trouble, for a wise heart knows the proper time and procedure” (verse 5). Sometimes discretion is the better part of valour. It may be better to live to fight another day. I mean this, of course, only in those matters which involve no compromise of principle. While we remember Mordecai, we must not forget Daniel and his three friends.

God gives wisdom if we will but ask for it. And that wisdom, so the Preacher tells us here, will know the proper time and procedure (v.5f.).

But know this, “Evil will not deliver those who practise it” (v.8). It is not that hard to rant against evil in high places. But we must not meet it with evil of our own and justify that because we, of course, are only using our revolution against sin and when we get power, we will restore justice. Don’t you believe it! If you are prepared to use evil means to get power, all you really want is power, not righteousness. And having set out on that path, you are not likely to return to righteousness again. As Lord Acton told us, “Power tends to corrupt.”

Even godly men, who gain power in a righteous way, find that almost impossible to avoid, “for no man has authority to restrain the wind with the wind, or authority over the day of death” (v.8). We are so arrogant sometimes! If we did things our way, things would definitely turn out for good. Yeah, right! The answer to all that, verse 9 tells us, is: man always “exercises authority over another to his hurt.” None more so than those who rise up in revolution. We still live with that today, throughout the world. 

Brothers and sisters, young people, children, because of our sinful nature, it is hard to live under authority. It is hard for us to submit ourselves to government, elders, parents, the boss at work, the teacher at school. And because those people over us also have a sinful nature, to some extent also, they will hold authority over others to their hurt. Leave aside a power-hungry government, elders, parents, the best teachers will, in some way at some time, not rule properly; they will rule to our hurt. But the Word of God and the wisdom of the Preacher will teach us to be very slow to rebel against that. 

We confess in Lord’s Days 9 and 10    Of the Heidelberg Catechism. that, “I will trust him so much that I do not doubt he will provide whatever I need for body and soul, and he will turn to my good whatever adversity he sends me in this sad world.” We confess that “Providence is the almighty and ever present power of God by which he upholds, as with his hand, heaven and earth and all creatures, and so rules them that leaf and blade, rain and drought, fruitful and lean years, food and drink, health and sickness, prosperity and poverty – all things, in fact, come to us not by chance but from his fatherly hand.” Thus, “We can be patient when things go against us, thankful when things go well, and for the future we can have good confidence in our faithful God and Father than nothing will separate us from his love. All creatures are so completely in his hand that without his will they can neither move nor be moved.”

That is what we confess. We must not be hypocrites. We must live that confession and accept God’s providential rule. And we may do so with confidence in this promise given us by the apostle Peter. “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God, that he may exalt you at the proper time, casting all your anxiety upon him, because he cares for you.”    1 Peter 5:5c-7.

It may be quite irksome to us to accet that sometimes. And for sure, insofar as we can lawfully and rightly, try to obtain relief – in the spirit in which Paul tells Timothy he should speak to older men, appealing to them as a father. That is how we shall live wisely under tyranny.

2.	 LIVING WISELY WHEN THE WICKED PROSPER
Tyranny is not the only effect of sin that chafe under sometimes.
The Preacher goes on in verse 10 to say, “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.” It may be that what is forgotten is not so much the wicked themselves. Indeed, they may be remembered! But it is forgotten that they were wicked.

The picture is this. The Preacher had seen the wicked in the city. Yet, in life, they had gone in and out of the Holy Place in the temple. Like certain politicians today. They have been involved in and covered up some of the most grubby and skulduggerous sin and wickedness, yet they still go to and from Church with a big Bible under their arms. SO they are lauded and fawned over by certain sections of the community. Then, of course, when they die, they get such a gine funeral and such nice words are said you wonder whether you’re at the right funeral. You don’t recognise the person being spoken about. They were never recognised as wicked when they were alive, much les so now they have died.

What is further frustrating is that, because the sentence agains crime is not quickly carried out, other evil-doers “are given fully to do evil” (v.11). Today, we would add that they are further encouraged by sentences that in no way fit the crime; it almost appears that crime does pay! This really gets under people’s skin. Just listen to talk-back radio. And it fosters a spirit of despair so that people who otherwise would not, say, Well, if that’s how ludicrous even the government and the courts are, I’ll get away with what I can too! And we can sympathise with that and even be tempted ourselves. 

This is what David struggled with in Psalm 73, as we saw last week. “Surely in vain I have kept my heart pure, for while I have been stricken every morning, the wicked prosper more and more every day.”

Congregation, when we begin to think like that, we must remind ourselves that we and the wicked may expect life in this world for seventy years only. But then, “It is appointed unto man once to die and after that the judgment.”    Hebrews 9:27. How will we stand before God in that judgment? For God is righteous and holy in all his ways. He is a consuming fire. And it is, therefore, a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.

Congregation, young people, children, do we think about that? You are young and strong and full of life – who wants to think about death? And sure, our minds are not to be full of morbid thoughts. But still, death is a fact of life – the most sure fact of life! God knows the end of our days from before the beginning. But we don’t. We must be ready at all times for you don’t know what any day is going to bring.

So congregation, when you see the wicked prospering and the righteous persecuted or just at the bottom of the heap, don’t allow yourself to get dragged down by that, and to be tempted to sin, for, verse 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. 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.”

3.	LIVING WISELY WITH HUMBLE EXPECTATIONS
You could even say that living wisely means living with humble expectations.

Our Preacher goes on, in verse 14 & 15, to say, “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. So I commended pleasure, – other translations have enjoyment – 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.”

But is this not the very thing Paul tells us we should not do? Well, it is like a lot of things in life. Many things in life are not necessarily sinful, but do them in the wrong context, or the wrong way, or for the wrong reasons, then the good in itself can be sinful.  Paul said, “If Christ is not raised from the dead, – in other words, if this really isn’t God’s world, if he isn’t in control, if he didn’t and therefore cannot raise his Son from the dead, then – eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.”    1 Corinthians 15:32.

The Preacher of Ecclesiastes says exactly the opposite. Despite what it may look like at times, since it really is God’s world and he is in control, therefore, eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we really live! And it is God’s world. For the Preacher speaks about “the days of our lives which God has given us under the sun” (v.15d).

I said: living wisely means living with humble expectations – in two senses;
i)	Be a bit humble about what you think you know. The Preacher says, verses 16 & 17, “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), 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.” And we really ought to know this better than Solomon.

We live in an age of great scientific discovery. The scientific enterprise just seems to roll on. Yet we never come to the end of it. It’s like when you’re travelling – you go further and you travel all day, but you never get nearer the horizon. In that sense, every journey is a never-ending journey. 
#	Whether that new telescope on a planet further distant than the last allows us to see further still into space, the more stars we find, we only add to the burden of what we’ve yet to discover.
#	Or, if our work is microscopic rather than macroscopic, delving further into matter or the human body, it is the same story. It used to be that the smallest particle was the atom. Then Rutherford came along a split the atom and the smallest particles were neutrons, electrons and protons. Now I’ve no idea what it is. It almost seems that not only is God infinite, but so also is his work. Let’s be humble about what we think we know.

ii)	The other way we need to be humble is in our enjoyments. “There is nothing good for a man under the sun except to eat, drink and be merry, and this will stand by him in his toils” (v.15).

We have already been warned about wine, women and song; about money and great achievements; that is, chasing after them as if the meaning of life were found in them; also against pursuing learning as an end in itself; many books. We have just returned from South Africa. People hear where we went and say, You saw a lot. We feel we saw about enough to know what we missed! It would not be hard to get that bug. But it would do us no good, for with much hearing or much seeing we would not be satisfied.

Just eat, drink and be merry in righteousness – enjoying the fruit of our labour makes it worthwhile. Forget your grandiose plans of bringing in the world’s first just government, thinking then you would be satisfied. You won’t be – we’ve seen that already from chapter four. Just learn to live under the one you’ve got. And if you don’t believe the Preacher, ask the Russians about Alexander Putin; ask the inhabitants of the Balkans.

And don’t get too vexed about the way the wicked sometimes prosper and the righteous, or the innocent, suffer. “Don’t fret about that because it only leads to sin” (Psalm 37:8). “With food and clothing, be content.” Just enjoy what you have got. And for these reasons;

i)	“God will bring all things into judgment.” Leave room for God to act.  Things will be righted in the end.

ii)	We often speak, as the Preacher does in verses 16 & 17, in that oblique way, of the “task which has been done on the earth, and the work which has been done under the sun.” Fair enough, but the Preacher also calls it “every work of God” (v.17a). Remember that, congregation. Nothing just happens in this world. “All things come to us, not by chance, but from his fatherly hand.”

iii)	“Take this to heart,” verse nine, “righteous men, wise men, and their deeds are in the hand of God.” That is how the Preacher could say, “I know that it will be well for those who fear God.”

How could it be otherwise? For those who fear God are the apple of his eye, the excellent of all the earth, the sheep of his pasture. They are those who are the Father’s and have been given to the Son. They are those for whom Christ died and of which I will lose none, said Jesus. They are the ones for whose benefit God used this inequity that so irks us.    Psalm 17:8; 16:3; 95:7; John 6:37-39; Romans 8:28.

What was the complaint? “There are righteous men to whom it happens according to the deeds of the wicked” (v.14). Indeed; so “Christ was numbered with the transgressors and assigned a grave with the wicked.” “Christ died, the just for the unjust, that he might bring us to God.”    Isaiah 53:9;  1 Peter 3:18. 

Brothers and sisters, you have been brought to God if you fear God. You and your deeds, therefore, are in the hands of God. How could it go otherwise than well with you? Therefore, “eat, drink and be merry” in the labour of your hands; and especially, “Rejoice in the Lord.” “Delight yourself in him and he will give you the desires of your heart.”    Ecclesiastes 5:18ff.; Philippians 4:4; Psalm 37:4.
      Amen.
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