
Live Joyfully
Ecclesiastes 9:1-10

If I could be an optimist, then our text this morning prepares 
the way for all the positive elements to be found in the next three, 
and final, chapters of this book, the delightful alternative to all the 
discouragement of life under the sun.  Yet the first part of this 
chapter, our text today, has also been referred to as the most 
pessimistic passage in the entire book.  That may seem 
discouraging to you, but I believe the value is in the realization 
that the call of this world, that seems so attractive, is but vanity.  
Life under the sun, without reference to God, is vanity.

So we reach a climax this afternoon in our pessimistic review 
of that life under the sun, and yet we will end with a focus upon 
the glorious meaning of life that you all must be longing for as we 
go through these chapters week by week.  The benefit of these 
studies in Ecclesiastes is by way of contrast.  It is the goal of the 
joy of life found in those who know the fear and love of God.  We 
reach a climax of pessimism as the path by which the real joy of 
life is then discovered. 

As one commentator writes, “The preacher reflects on all he 
has learned from his observations and personal experiments with 
life under the sun, and these reveal great truth and error about 
the nature of salvation.  It is in this passage that the ‘under the 
sun’ perspective meets true biblical faith head on.”  (Winter)

That meeting, this transition to the very positive and 
encouraging final chapters of the book begins with the expression 
of,

I. A GREAT BURDEN.
v.1  “For I considered all this in my heart, so that I could 

declare it all...”

I thought about it.  I was trying to figure out what God is doing.  
That struggle follows right along where we left off two weeks ago,

Ecc. 8:17  “...then I saw all the work of God, that a man cannot 
find out the work that is done under the sun. For though a man 
labors to discover it, yet he will not find it; moreover, though a 
wise man attempts to know it, he will not be able to find it.”

So you can’t figure it out.  You cannot actually know what God 
is doing.  But that’s not very satisfying, is it?  Especially when 
things are hard for you.  In fact, that is the probing and personal 
question which Solomon poses in his thoughts, considering this 
great burden in his heart.  It is,

A. A question borne of experience.
And ultimately, that question comes down to this, “Does God 

really care?”  Or even more pointedly, “What is God doing?”  
“How can I tell if God is for me or against me?”

Have you ever been tempted to ask that question?  Have you 
ever wondered about your own experiences, knowing what you 
have been taught about God and his goodness but wondering 
how your own circumstances could be consistent with his 
goodness?  Maybe you don’t wonder about his sovereignty, 
knowing and believing that God will do whatever he chooses and 
determines himself to do, but you do wonder if what he does is 
really good.  You wonder how his goodness can be reconciled 
with things in your own life that don’t feel so much like any 
demonstration of goodness.  You endure struggle and trial, and 
can only wonder why life is so tough.  Maybe you feel guilty for 
even wondering that.  

Or maybe you don’t wonder so much as simply resign to the 
begrudging duty and drudgery of it all.  This is what Solomon 
considered.  This is what he declared, not merely “that the 
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righteous and the wise and their works are in the hand of God.”  
That’s the right and proper understanding of God’s sovereignty.  
But the struggle was that he couldn’t figure it out.  From looking 
merely at his experiences, he couldn’t tell whether God was for 
him or against him.

He knew better, in his mind.  He knew that his whole life was 
“in the hand of God.”  But he didn’t know how to understand 
evaluate the discouragement of his struggles.  And so we read in,

v.1  “People know neither love nor hatred by anything they 
see before them.”

I believe that “love” and “hatred” refer to the thoughts and 
attitudes of God, for that is the context.  God’s hand over all, but 
looking at it, it seems an unanswerable question.  Is God’s 
attitude toward me one of love or of hatred?  That is another way 
of saying, does God accept or reject me?  We know from creation 
of God’s “invisible attributes”,  “even His eternal power and 
Godhead,” but how can you know of his loving goodness.  Toward 
YOU!  How can you know that God is disposed to do you good, 
especially when you seem to be enduring difficulty.

Because of that uncertainty, looking at your own situation, you 
might conclude that you don’t know his motives toward you.  
Satan would love to have you think that way!  Satan would love to 
have you think that the answer to that question is, really, 
unknowable.  That you can’t know, but rather only hope for the 
best.  That was his original temptation to Eve, was it not?

Gen. 3:1  “Now the serpent was more cunning than any beast 
of the field which the LORD God had made. And he said to the 
woman, "Has God indeed said, ‘You shall not eat of every tree of 
the garden’?" 2 And the woman said to the serpent, "We may eat 
the fruit of the trees of the garden; 3 "but of the fruit of the tree 
which is in the midst of the garden, God has said, ‘You shall not 

eat it, nor shall you touch it, lest you die.’" 4 Then the serpent said 
to the woman, "You will not surely die. 5 "For God knows that in 
the day you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like 
God, knowing good and evil.”

God is not dealing with you in goodness, he told Eve.  He just 
doesn’t want you to become like him.  So he’s restricting you.  
He’s restricting your pleasure, forbidding you from eating 
something that looks so good.  And that’s not goodness!

Has Satan ever tried that with you?  I bet he has.  That’s the 
great question of verse 1, the great burden.  And that’s what 
Solomon considered in his heart.  That’s the question he couldn’t 
answer merely by look at the circumstances before him in his life.  
So he makes,

B. A frustrating observation.
v.2

The fate and fortunes of all men seem to be entirely alike.  So 
unfair.  So unjust.  The system of religion by which the Old 
Covenant people worshipped their God really made no differ.  
Clean or unclean, the result was the same.  No matter what 
sacrifices you offered, even in accordance with the ceremonial 
laws of Leviticus, no matter how faithful you may have been, the 
outcome was the same.  Or so it seemed.

And all of that is nothing other than,

C. A journey unto death.
That’s where life under the sun goes to.  Death.  That’s where 

Satan leads you, to death.  It is the very hardest of all the 
dilemmas posed by Solomon in this book.  It is his conclusion with 
regard to all men, everyone whom he observes.  He calls it an evil 
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in verse 3, so great a disaster as only that word could define.  A 
great evil, one thing happens to everyone.  They die.  Oh, they 
live for a little while, but “madness is in their hearts.” 

v.3  “This is an evil in all that is done under the sun: that one 
thing happens to all. Truly the hearts of the sons of men are full of 
evil; madness is in their hearts while they live, and after that they 
go to the dead.”

Madness means they are blinded to reality, and beloved, this 
is how some people live.  They are robbed of the ability to see 
clearly, to understand life clearly and rightly.  And all that remains 
is death!

Let me put it plainly.  Unless you have Christ, unless you know 
God and are reconciled to him by faith in Jesus Christ, that this 
painful reality is just that, reality.  Any system of thought, any 
system of truth or any philosophy of life, apart from the truth of 
Jesus Christ, will ultimately leave you right here.  Right here in the 
midst of this pain.  And truly, that is “the evil in all that is done 
under the sun.” 

But yet, step back a moment.  If you are still alive, there is still 
hope.

v.4

What a fascinating proverb!  Unlike our own view of dogs in 
our culture today, they were in Solomons’s day considered to the 
scoundrels of the animal kingdom, the most hated and worthless 
of all the wild animals.  But better be a living dog, Solomon says, 
than the dead corpse of what was once a regal and ferocious lion.  
Even a dog has hope of finding life, if he is still alive, and at that 
point, I would declare to you the truth of the gospel.

2 Cor. 6:1  “We then, as workers together with Him also plead 
with you not to receive the grace of God in vain. 2 For He says: 

"In an acceptable time I have heard you, And in the day of 
salvation I have helped you." Behold, now is the accepted time; 
behold, now is the day of salvation.”

In the direct language of the Old Testament prophet,
Is. 61:1  “The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon Me, Because the 

LORD has anointed Me To preach good tidings to the poor; He 
has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, To proclaim liberty to the 
captives, And the opening of the prison to those who are bound; 2 
To proclaim the acceptable year of the LORD, And the day of 
vengeance of our God; To comfort all who mourn, 3 To console 
those who mourn in Zion, To give them beauty for ashes, The oil 
of joy for mourning, The garment of praise for the spirit of 
heaviness; That they may be called trees of righteousness, The 
planting of the LORD, that He may be glorified.”

That’s Jesus!  That’s the prophecy he himself read as he 
began his public ministry in Galilee.  

Is. 55:6  “Seek the LORD while He may be found, Call upon 
Him while He is near. 7 Let the wicked forsake his way, And the 
unrighteous man his thoughts; Let him return to the LORD, And 
He will have mercy on him; And to our God, For He will 
abundantly pardon.”

We ought to have no less urgency today, and my preaching 
ought to bear no less of a burden.  “Seek the LORD while He may 
be found, Call upon Him while He is near.”  “Behold, now is the 
day of salvation.” 

That’s the lesson of,

D. The living and the dead.
At least the living know they will die, verse 5.  “But the dead 

know nothing.”  It is too late.  “And they have no more reward, For 
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the memory of them is forgotten.”
Heb. 9:27  “And as it is appointed for men to die once, but 

after this the judgment.”

There is no hope for those who are gone.
v.6

So go to those who are living, and proclaim to them the life 
that is to be found in Jesus Christ.  Go to the living with the 
gospel, for after they die, all hope is lost.  And you who know 
Christ, you who have life, this great burden of Solomon’s 
becomes an exhortation unto,

II. A SPIRIT OF JOY.
You wouldn’t think this would follow, but it does.  Oh, beloved, 

it does.  There is value in plumbing the depths of despair which 
Solomon feels, because in that despair comes only one possibility 
of hope.  And with that hope, only one possibility of joy.

And what is it?  What is the one possibility for you to find joy?  
What is the one acceptable solution to the vanity of life?  What is 
the one hope that can bring you out of the despair of thinking that 
death is, actually, more profitable than life? 

It is Jesus himself!  It is the hope of the gospel, the knowledge 
of God.  So it is we see that abrupt and otherwise absolutely 
unexplainable shift in verse 7.  It doesn’t make sense, does it?  
The despair of verses 1 through 6, the emptiness of life that looks 
forward only to death.  And then, suddenly, dramatically,

A. The call to enjoy life.
v.7a

It is the call of delight, the call of unbounded happiness.  Oil is 

the frequent biblical symbol of that joy going back to Isaiah 61, 
“the oil of joy.”  That’s the blessing Christ brings, “the oil of joy for 
mourning, The garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness.”

v.8

Isn’t the fullness of that blessing the very essence of a godly 
faith, such a faith as David expresses in,

Ps. 23:1  “The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 2 He 
makes me to lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside the 
still waters. 3 He restores my soul; He leads me in the paths of 
righteousness For His name’s sake. 4 Yea, though I walk through 
the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; For You are 
with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. 5 You prepare 
a table before me in the presence of my enemies; You anoint my 
head with oil; My cup runs over. 6 Surely goodness and mercy 
shall follow me All the days of my life; And I will dwell in the house 
of the LORD Forever.”

“I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.”  That’s the 
burden Solomon declares.  But wait, David says in thankful praise 
to God, “You anoint my head with oil; My cup runs over. Surely 
goodness and mercy shall follow me All the days of my life.”

So it is the call of the gospel, the call of Scripture.  It is my call 
to you today, the call to joy.  You may well feel the burden of 
verses 1 through 6, but nonetheless, beloved, let me exhort you 
in the great hope of the gospel,

v.7  “Go, eat your bread with joy, And drink your wine with a 
merry heart.”

Then notice the basis upon which that call to joy is issued, and 
don’t miss this.  Oh, beloved, if you don’t hear anything else I 
have to say today, hear this.  If you’re daydreaming, start paying 
attention now.  If you are asleep, wake up!
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v.7b  “For God has already accepted your works.”

That’s our joy in Christ, that “God has already accepted your 
works.”  That God has already accepted you, in Christ.  That God 
has received you unto himself.  In Christ.  There is no other way 
to know,

B. The blessing of God’s acceptance.
But what a great blessing it is, that God would accept you.  

And he does so by the sole instrument of faith.  By faith, we have 
acceptance with God.  By faith, your works are accepted by him.  
By faith, he saves you.  By faith, he gives you life.

Rom. 5:1  “Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have 
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”

This is the very essence of the whole gospel, and therefore 
the only foundation upon which your joy can be real.  That God 
has already accepted you.  You don’t have to work for it.  You 
don’t have to do something to earn it.  

Let me read a passage I often read, where this is where the 
spirit of joy begins.

Eph. 1:3  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the 
heavenly places in Christ, 4 just as He chose us in Him before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame 
before Him in love, 5 having predestined us to adoption as sons 
by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His 
will, 6 to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He has 
made us accepted in the Beloved.”

The word for “made us accepted” has the same root as the 
word for grace!  He poured out his grace upon us.  He bestowed 
his grace upon us.  He honored us with his blessings.  He 

counted us as highly favored, acceptable.  In the beloved.  In 
Christ.

That’s where joy comes from!  Acceptance by God.  And the 
basis of that acceptance?  Ephesians 1 continues,

Eph. 1:7  “In Him we have redemption through His blood, the 
forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace 8 which 
He made to abound toward us.”

The forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of his grace.  
That is where joy begins!  A guilty conscience will never allow you 
to be satisfied with the blessing of joy, but the promise of 
forgiveness certainly will!  And back in our text, look again at,

v.8

There is no secret to the meaning of that image.
Is. 1:18  “Come now, and let us reason together," Says the 

LORD, "Though your sins are like scarlet, They shall be as white 
as snow; Though they are red like crimson, They shall be as 
wool.”

 And the future of our glory is described this ways,
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 
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, 
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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.”

Or this,
Rev. 3:5  “He who overcomes shall be clothed in white 

garments, and I will not blot out his name from the Book of Life; 
but I will confess his name before My Father and before His 
angels.”

And,
Rev. 3:17  “Because you say, ‘I am rich, have become wealthy, 

and have need of nothing’--and do not know that you are 
wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked-- 18 "I counsel you to 
buy from Me gold refined in the fire, that you may be rich; and 
white garments, that you may be clothed, that the shame of your 
nakedness may not be revealed; and anoint your eyes with eye 
salve, that you may see.”

Oh beloved, joy begins with the realization that in Christ, by 
faith in Christ, you are clothed in white!  Your sins are washed 
away.  So then, the call to joy continues with,

C. The blessing of joyful family.
v.9

Surely the blessing of a happy marriage is chief among God’s 
design for all mankind, going back to the creation ordinance of 
marriage in,

Gen. 2:20  “So Adam gave names to all cattle, to the birds of 
the air, and to every beast of the field. But for Adam there was not 
found a helper comparable to him. 21 And the LORD God caused 
a deep sleep to fall on Adam, and he slept; and He took one of his 

ribs, and closed up the flesh in its place. 22 Then the rib which 
the LORD God had taken from man He made into a woman, and 
He brought her to the man. 23 And Adam said: "This is now bone 
of my bones And flesh of my flesh; She shall be called Woman, 
Because she was taken out of Man." 24 Therefore a man shall 
leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and they 
shall become one flesh. 25 And they were both naked, the man 
and his wife, and were not ashamed.”

What a joyful delight it is, and Scripture abounds with such 
happy descriptions of the joy designed for a marriage I can’t even 
read some of the passages in the presence of young children.  
Though in the proper context, they are simply delightful.  And 
while not everyone is put, by God’s providence, into marriage 
relationships, still that relationship is at the very pinnacle of all 
that it means to enjoy God’s blessings.

Pr. 5:15  “Drink water from your own cistern, And running 
water from your own well. 16 Should your fountains be dispersed 
abroad, Streams of water in the streets? 17 Let them be only your 
own, And not for strangers with you. 18 Let your fountain be 
blessed, And rejoice with the wife of your youth. 19 As a loving 
deer and a graceful doe, ...And always be enraptured with her 
love.”

What a blessing it is to have this joy, “all your days of vanity.”  
All your life, “that is your portion in life.”

The application here is, of course, very simple and very direct.  
If you are married, learn to partake of this blessing.  The world 
may cause you great trouble, and ultimately you will die.  But 
God’s blessing for today is simple, 

v.9  “Live joyfully with the wife whom you love all the days of 
your vain life which He has given you under the sun, all your days 
of vanity; for that is your portion in life...”
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“...and in the labor which you perform under the sun.”

Thus the final blessing within this great spirit of joy.

D. The blessing of useful labor.
v.10

Whatever God gives you to do, do it with all your heart as unto 
the Lord.  And rejoice in it!  Whatever God enables you to do, do it 
heartily for him and for his glory.  And rejoice in it!  “Whatever your 
hand finds to do, do it with your might.”  

Col. 3:23  “And whatever you do, do it heartily, as to the Lord 
and not to men, 24 knowing that from the Lord you will receive the 
reward of the inheritance; for you serve the Lord Christ.”

Remember where we started this afternoon.  Remember the 
struggle of this whole book.  But here, here we find the answer to 
it all.  Here is the fullness of joy, joy to be found in life and labor.  
So you who know and love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
enjoy life!  Take delight in all the good which the Lord bestows 
upon you.  Eat your bread with joy.  Live joyfully with your wife.  
And labor with that same joy.

For the unbeliever, these blessings are impossible.  But for the 
believer, they are held out to us as the very gift of God.  The 
blessing to enjoy the lot and the portion which he assigns.  And 
the irony is this, that when you live for the pursuit of your own 
pleasure, you will be miserable.  But when you life for the pursuit 
of God’s honor and glory, you will find the fullness of joy.

1 Cor. 10:31  “Therefore, whether you eat or drink, or 
whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.”

And as you do so, may the joy of the Lord be your strength
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