
The Harsh Realities of Life
Ecclesiastes 4:1-16

Reality has taught us a lot about the harsh realities of life.  
Harsh realities.  The reality of COVID, the virus that has ravaged 
our country and the whole world for 2-½ years now.  We are also 
enduring the harsh reality of inflation, the reality of gas prices that 
have become prohibitive, the financial strain caused by the fact 
that the stock market is down and mortgage rates are up, along 
with the reality of war in Ukraine, and the reality of evil in the 
unspeakable horror of the shooting this week in Uvalde, Texas.  I 
could easily go on.

So how should respond to that situation?  What should we 
learn?  What Solomon learned and teaches us in Ecclesiastes 
chapter 4, that’s what!  It is a lesson about reality.  The reality of 
living in a fallen world, a world that exists under the curse of God 
pronounced upon the sin of man.  So Solomon returns to the 
subject of the vanity of life, the emptiness and frustration of life.  
He identifies for us four ways in which this vanity is demonstrated, 
and they are little different today than they were when these 
words were written.  I admit to using the descriptions by British 
pastor and writer Jim Winter for these four things, utilizing the 
language of tears.  Winter begins a chapter entitled “The Crying 
Game,” with these words:  “The Preacher takes an honest look at 
life under the sun, and sees the tears of a mankind that has lost 
its way.  He looks and sees that a life lived on earth without God 
ultimately brings exploitation, frustration, loneliness and 
disillusionment.  Amid the laughter and gaiety is a vale of tears.”  

“Through the course of a human life many tears are shed.  
The Preacher focuses on some of the causes.”  Beginning with,

I. THE TEARS OF THE OPPRESSED.

v.1

Solomon returns to his thoughts of injustice.  We saw last 
week that this was a problem with the whole notion of God’s 
goodness and sovereignty, seemingly a contradiction.  God does 
have a plan and a purpose, 

Eccles. 3:1  “To everything there is a season, A time for every 
purpose under heaven.”

And, in fact,
Eccl. 3:11  “He has made everything beautiful in its time.”

But then we come to.
Eccl. 3:16  “Moreover I saw under the sun: In the place of 

judgment, Wickedness was there; And in the place of 
righteousness, Iniquity was there.”

Last week we studied the answers to that dilemma, namely 
that God would bring his own justice to the oppressors and that 
he tests and purifies us who must endure those trials.  Chapter 3 
ended with a very useful and helpful conclusion,

v.22  “So I perceived that nothing is better than that a man 
should rejoice in his own works, for that is his heritage. For who 
can bring him to see what will happen after him?”

But still, this nagging problem to which we return this morning.  
In the midst of oppression,

A. No comfort is to be found.
Tears, but no comforter.  The oppressors have all the power, 

and the oppressed have no help.  What is a man to do?  Indeed, 
as far as that goes, there is nothing that can be done.  And the 
idea here is to realize that in this situation, under the sun, without 
reference to God, there really is no hope.  The idea of our study is 
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to realize that apart from God, apart from the reality of the the 
providence of God, the reality of life really is harsh.  And you and 
I, by our own power or by our own effort, are helpless to bring 
about any change.

In fact,
B. No meaning in life is possible.
Solomon expresses it as painfully and as pointedly as he 

possibly can, you would be better off if you had never been born.  
You would be better off if you just died!

v.2-3

How’s that for being depressed!  Yet Leupold makes this 
useful point, “There is nothing skeptical or cynical about such an 
attitude.  It is the only permissible estimate that can be put upon 
earthly values apart from the heavenly.”  Yet, another writer says, 
“The Preacher, the most intelligent of men, can find no comfort in 
this world of exploitation–for him, death seems to be the better 
option.”

Next up comes,
II. THE TEARS OF THE FRUSTRATED.
v.4
The frustration is this, that with all the success and 

accumulation of material wealth this world has to offer, still there 
is no peace and happiness.  Only envy and spite.  Only 
competition and rivalry.  Not the sweet smell of success, as it is 
often expressed, but the bitter aroma of strife.

And with that, comes frustration not happiness.  So it is that 
Solomon writes in,  

Prov. 14:30  “A sound heart is life to the body, But envy is 
rottenness to the bones.”

Rottenness.

A. The destructiveness of envy and rivalry.
Envy of others, in a zeal to have more.  That so often comes 

with material prosperity.  As does the circumstance of being the 
object of envy.  Such envy can ruin our relationships with others.  
Again, Jim Winter, “How often have we wished someone success 
but secretly wanted him or her to fail?  Achievement under the 
sun, that does not put God first, will leave you frustrated, because 
its motivating force is envy–and envy will never be satisfied.”

Envy finds a prominent place in the New Testament 
identifications of those things we must put to death.  For example,

1 Cor. 3:1  “And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to 
spiritual people but as to carnal, as to babes in Christ. 2 I fed you 
with milk and not with solid food; for until now you were not able 
to receive it, and even now you are still not able; 3 for you are still 
carnal. For where there are envy, strife, and divisions among you, 
are you not carnal and behaving like mere men?”

So it is, in the list of the deeds of the flesh, we read of,
Gal. 5:20   “...idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, 

outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, heresies, 21 
envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like; of which I tell 
you beforehand, just as I also told you in time past, that those 
who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.”

When writing to Timothy, Paul directly connects this evil of 
envy to the greed of desiring to get rich.

1 Tim. 6:3  “If anyone teaches otherwise and does not consent 
to wholesome words, even the words of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
and to the doctrine which accords with godliness, 4 he is proud, 
knowing nothing, but is obsessed with disputes and arguments 
over words, from which come envy, strife, reviling, evil suspicions, 
5 useless wranglings of men of corrupt minds and destitute of the 
truth, who suppose that godliness is a means of gain.”
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In that context, Paul certainly addresses the circumstances of 
those seeking to gain riches and wealth,

1 Tim. 6:9  “But those who desire to be rich fall into temptation 
and a snare, and into many foolish and harmful lusts which drown 
men in destruction and perdition. 10 For the love of money is a 
root of all kinds of evil, for which some have strayed from the faith 
in their greediness, and pierced themselves through with many 
sorrows.”

Understanding all of that, Solomon identifies,

B. The disillusionment of seeking prosperity.
In fact, in the context of that disillusionment, it’s better not to 

work at all.  Just like the lazy fool.
v.5

The cross reference there would be,
Prov. 610  “A little sleep, a little slumber, A little folding of the 

hands to sleep-- 11 So shall your poverty come on you like a 
prowler, And your need like an armed man.”

The point of Solomon, in the context of this description of 
despair, is that it is better to do nothing and have nothing than to 
have to be burdened by all the toil and trials of life!  Better to have 
nothing than to be the object of spite and envy.  Better to have 
nothing than having to succeed by winning the competition 
against others, gaining at their expense.

In other words,
v.6

Actually, you see the word “with” in italics, being added to give 
meaning to the sentence, but I think the meaning is better and 

clearer without the preposition.  “Better to fill your hands with 
quietness,” than having to endure all the toil involved in gaining 
material wealth.  Better to have nothing than to have to endure 
the stress of getting more, particularly when such an effort 
requires such rivalry and envy.

Again, Leupold, “Seeing this, the fool prefers not to strive and 
toil but to enjoy what he can, an attitude that surely produces no 
substantial achievements.  To the persons that assume these 
attributes all is surely vanity.  And so the author has again proved 
his point.”

Next up in the harsh realities of life are,

III. THE TEARS OF THE LONELY.
v.7-8  

There is nothing hard to understand in those verses.

A. Sadness and grief abounds.
Surely such loneliness is a great trial for many today, and in 

the busyness and intensity of our lives today, such loneliness can 
take place even in crowds.  We have little sense of community 
left, often not even a sense of family.  People are attracted to 
large mega-churches in which they can become anonymous, but 
with enjoyment of that non-threatening situation comes a 
loneliness for real, genuine intimacy.

Certainly there is the loneliness of those literally devoid of 
family.  There is the loneliness of those who have no friends.  The 
loneliness of those who grow old without companionship, or in the 
institutionalized care that is the lot of so many.

There is the loneliness of the man who works to make himself 
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rich, but loses his family and has no friends.  And no satisfaction 
from his accomplishments, because there is no one to share them 
with. 

Also the loneliness of those abandoned, those neglected, 
those who seem to slip through the cracks, those who scream in 
their isolation only to have no one hear their cries.  Despite the 
incomparably amazing advances we have seen in terms of 
communication during my own adult lifetime, still we have a great 
difficulty connecting with one another.  Despite all our modern 
advancements and conveniences, we have an ongoing problem 
of loneliness.  Again, even within families, even within marriages. 

Many people have to endure a very lonely existence, and as 
verse 8 ends, it is a “grave misfortune.”  A grievous evil.  Many 
tears of loneliness are shed.

Solomon provides for us an encouraging contrast, serving to 
highlights the pain of loneliness by emphasizing...

B. The contrasting joys of togetherness.
Such practical and even tender words.
v.9

Some jobs simply require two people!
v.10

And even more personally,
v.11

And then, most positively, the strength of being joined together 
with one another,

v.12

That’s still the practical wisdom for traveling, especially at 
night in dangerous places.  Travel with a buddy, don’t go out 
alone.  

There are many important applications of that, but none more 
so than the right understanding of the church.  We are not to live 
alone as Christians.  We are not to live our lives in isolation from 
one another.  We are not called by God to worship him merely as 
individuals.  We need the body.  We need the church.  And, by 
definition, we are the body.  As Christians, we are joined to one 
another, by necessity and by definition.

1 Cor 12:112  “For as the body is one and has many 
members, but all the members of that one body, being many, are 
one body, so also is Christ. 13 For by one Spirit we were all 
baptized into one body--whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves 
or free--and have all been made to drink into one Spirit. 14 For in 
fact the body is not one member but many...20 But now indeed 
there are many members, yet one body. 21 And the eye cannot 
say to the hand, "I have no need of you"; nor again the head to 
the feet, "I have no need of you."...24 But God composed the 
body, having given greater honor to that part which lacks it, 25 
that there should be no schism in the body, but that the members 
should have the same care for one another. 26 And if one 
member suffers, all the members suffer with it; or if one member 
is honored, all the members rejoice with it. 27 Now you are the 
body of Christ, and members individually.”

Thus the pain of being alone, the tears of the lonely.  And 
finally,

IV. THE TEARS OF THE DISILLUSIONED.
Disillusioned brought about by the realization of the fleeting 

triumphs and enjoyments of this life, the fleeting successes 
achieved in this life.
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Solomon begins with,

A. A rags to riches illustration.
v.13-16

There have been numerous attempts to identify exactly whom 
he is referring to in terms of historical characters, but since we 
don’t know for sure, I won’t speculate.   The point is in the 
principle.  “Success–advancement–power–popularity–are all 
fleeting.  Those who look for permanent status will be 
disillusioned.”  (Winter)

What’s the point?  The meaning in life is not to be found in the 
American dream, the Horatio Alger stories that fill us with the false 
hope and the false security of thinking that anyone can rise above 
all their hard circumstances of life to find happiness and success 
with all the wealth this world has to offer.

The one who gains success might well lose it.  Replaced by 
another.  The old leader who once rose to prominence has been 
supplanted.  “A younger, more dynamic, modern man who 
captures the imagination of the people”  arise.  He, too, only to be 
replaced in an endless cycle.  That is especially true in this age of 
instant heroes.  Heroes made overnight, only to be replaced just 
as quickly.  

Can any of you name a hero of the recent winter Olympics.  
Just a few months have past, and their day of fame is all but 
gone.  Can you remember the heroes of any recent Super Bowl 
games, or World Series?  Too often they are gone, out of our 
minds and out of our memory, waiting for the next rags to riches 
story to fill the pages of our history.

So it is with rulers, popular and powerful for a time.  Then to 

the bottom of the stack.  Even our political rulers.  Just think of 
those who gained notoriety recent years, only to fade from view.  
You could say the same of a number of pastors and teachers in 
the church. 

This certainly is one of the harsh realities of life,

B. The certainty of losing your high standing.
v.16   

So what shall we say to all this?  Vanity, vanity, all is vanity.  
Seeking after the security of success is a grasping for the wind, 
for as soon as you obtain it, someone else comes along and 
replace you.  That is what Solomon has come to consider, 

v.1  “Then I returned and considered all the oppression that is 
done under the sun.”

So let me end this afternoon looking and considering 
something else.  The only thing that is not vanity.  The only hope 
for any meaningful existence within this world in which we live.  
Let me not leave you today looking at these harsh realities as if 
there was no alternative.  But rather, having considered those 
harsh realities, look upon that glorious scene of heaven, that 
glorious reality of the vision of the throne of the lamb of God.

Rev. 7:9  “After these things I looked, and behold, a great 
multitude which no one could number, of all nations, tribes, 
peoples, and tongues, standing before the throne and before the 
Lamb, clothed with white robes, with palm branches in their 
hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, saying, "Salvation 
belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!" 11 
All the angels stood around the throne and the elders and the four 
living creatures, and fell on their faces before the throne and 
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worshiped God, 12 saying: "Amen! Blessing and glory and 
wisdom, Thanksgiving and honor and power and might, Be to our 
God forever and ever. Amen." 13 Then one of the elders 
answered, saying to me, "Who are these arrayed in white robes, 
and where did they come from?" 14 And I said to him, "Sir, you 
know." So he said to me, "These are the ones who come out of 
the great tribulation, and washed their robes and made them 
white in the blood of the Lamb. 15 "Therefore they are before the 
throne of God, and serve Him day and night in His temple. And 
He who sits on the throne will dwell among them. 16 "They shall 
neither hunger anymore nor thirst anymore; the sun shall not 
strike them, nor any heat; 17 "for the Lamb who is in the midst of 
the throne will shepherd them and lead them to living fountains of 
waters. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes."

You see, beloved, you can look upon the oppression of this 
world all you want, for surely it is present.  But what you ought to 
learn to behold is the glory of those who have been taken out of 
that oppression and been given all the glories of heaven itself.  
“These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation, and 
washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the 
Lamb.”

Rather than being left to consider merely the harsh realities of 
life, let those harsh realities teach to fix your eyes upon “Jesus, 
the author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was set 
before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat 
down at the right hand of the throne of God.”  (Heb. 12:2)

For the glory of those who belong to the lamb is sure and 
certain.

Rev. 7:16  “They shall neither hunger anymore nor thirst 
anymore; the sun shall not strike them, nor any heat; 17 "for the 
Lamb who is in the midst of the throne will shepherd them and 

lead them to living fountains of waters. And God will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes.”

So what are the harsh realities of your life?  What are the 
occasions upon which you shed tears of sorrow?  Whatever they 
might be, oh whatever they might be, 

Col. 3:1  “...seek those things which are above, where Christ 
is, sitting at the right hand of God. 2 Set your mind on things 
above, not on things on the earth. 3 For you died, and your life is 
hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ who is our life appears, 
then you also will appear with Him in glory.”
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