
So What Do We Do?
Ecclesiastes 11:1 - 12:8

If anything, this book of Ecclesiastes is a book of great 
contrasts.  Indeed, the meaning and purpose for the whole book 
is framed by way of contrast, for the theme of the book is clearly 
not the desperate cry of Solomon as he begins his search for the 
meaning of life, “Vanity, vanity, all is vanity!”  It is not the purpose 
of the book to convince you that there is nothing in your present 
life’s existence that can bring you joy and happiness, peace and 
satisfaction.  

Yet that has been our emphasis.  Remember where we 
started,

Ecc. 1:12  “I, the Preacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem. 
13 And I set my heart to seek and search out by wisdom 
concerning all that is done under heaven; this burdensome task 
God has given to the sons of man, by which they may be 
exercised. 14 I have seen all the works that are done under the 
sun; and indeed, all is vanity and grasping for the wind. 15 What 
is crooked cannot be made straight, And what is lacking cannot 
be numbered. 16 I communed with my heart, saying, "Look, I 
have attained greatness, and have gained more wisdom than all 
who were before me in Jerusalem. My heart has understood great 
wisdom and knowledge." 17 And I set my heart to know wisdom 
and to know madness and folly. I perceived that this also is 
grasping for the wind. 18 For in much wisdom is much grief, And 
he who increases knowledge increases sorrow.”

That vain struggle is but the foil, the contrast with the intended 
purpose for this book within the writings of Holy Scripture, yet that 
struggle seemed to climax in the passage we studied just a few 
weeks ago,

Ecc. 9:11  “I returned and saw under the sun that-- The race is 

not to the swift, Nor the battle to the strong, Nor bread to the wise, 
Nor riches to men of understanding, Nor favor to men of skill; But 
time and chance happen to them all. 12 For man also does not 
know his time: Like fish taken in a cruel net, Like birds caught in a 
snare, So the sons of men are snared in an evil time, When it falls 
suddenly upon them.”

So everyone is caught by time and chance.  No escape.  Man 
does not know his time.  Our lives are like fish taken in a cruel net 
and birds caught in a snare.  So what do we do?  What do you do 
in response to that awareness of vanity and emptiness?  What do 
you do when you realize the search for a meaningful existence 
under the sun is hopelessly doomed to failure? 

Maybe the only possible outcome is the experience of 
depression.  Maybe pessimism and cynicism is all that we can 
hope for.  Overwhelming and oppressive sorrow.  You are called 
to just languish in your ordeal of unending vanity.  Or, perhaps, to 
the contrary, in that ceaseless frustration, just “eat, drink and be 
merry.”  At least try as best you can until the vanity of that pursuit 
of pleasure resurfaces.  

But no.  That didn’t work, either.  Solomon has already tried it.  
But what else is there?  What hope is left?  Finally, we come to 
the encouraging contrast which actually has been the focus of all 
that we have studied so far.  So what shall you do?

Well, be bold!  Be courageous.  As one commentator titles his 
chapter, “He who dares wins!”  That chapter begins, “The 
preacher has taught us to be cautious and to adapt our lives to fit 
into a world through which we are only passing.  Now he invites 
us to take a leap of faith into what God can do–a faith and 
generosity that trusts completely in the sovereignty of God!”  
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A leap of faith.  Actually, that is what faith is, walking where 
you do not see.  Advancing in a direction you cannot predict.  As 
God told Abraham,

Gen. 12:1  “Now the LORD had said to Abram: "Get out of 
your country, From your family And from your father’s house, To a 
land that I will show you.”

God promised a blessing, didn’t he?  But he didn’t tell 
Abraham where he was going.  So we read in, 

Heb. 11:8  “By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to 
go out to the place which he would receive as an inheritance. And 
he went out, not knowing where he was going. 9 By faith he dwelt 
in the land of promise as in a foreign country, dwelling in tents 
with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same promise; 10 
for he waited for the city which has foundations, whose builder 
and maker is God.”

By faith.  And what is that?
Heb. 11:1  “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the 

evidence of things not seen.”

Or, as the NIV translates it,
Heb. 11:1  “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and 

certain of what we do not see.”

Being certain of what you do not see!  That’s faith.
2 Cor. 5:7  “For we walk by faith, not by sight.”

In our text this afternoon, that idea is expressed by the words 
of,

v.1  “Cast your bread upon the waters, For you will find it after 
many days.”

But what does that mean?  In the broadest sense, it is simply,

I. A CALL TO COURAGE.
It is the call to take the initiative.  To take action.  Perhaps 

most directly, it refers to the custom of sowing seed by casting it 
from boats into the overflowing waters of the Nile River, or in any 
marshy ground.  When the waters receded, the grain in the soil 
sprang up.”

Sow your seeds!  Plant the crop, with the total commitment 
implied by the word “cast.”  Step out in faith.  Or as Jesus 
instructed Simon Peter in,

Luke 5:4  “Launch out into the deep and let down your nets for 
a catch.”

The vanity of life, the  frustrations of life, might well paralyze 
you.  You analyze all the possibilities of what might happen, what 
could happen; you think about what might be or what could have 
been.  And you wait for ideal conditions, and end up doing 
nothing.

As Leupold puts it, “Life offers concrete problems; life has 
work to be done...Recognizing clearly what grave harm may be 
done and how many necessary enterprise both in the life of the 
individual and in that of the church may be seriously crippled, [the 
Preacher] sends out a challenging summons, ‘Do not fall into 
slothful inactivity; be up and doing; work as vigorously as you 
might if the times were promising and the outlook hopeful.”

He who dares wins.  “Cast your bread upon the waters.”  Now, 
specifically, there is no definite agreement on exactly what 
Solomon refers to, but it would certainly include both,

A. Generosity and industry.
Some commentators think this passage refers exclusively to 

giving generously, to giving to charity as we would say.  Providing 
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a gift of benevolence with your money.  And while I don’t think the 
idea would be limited to that, it certainly includes it.

Give generously.  We read of that, of course, in the New 
Testament,

2 Cor. 9:5  “Therefore I thought it necessary to exhort the 
brethren to go to you ahead of time, and prepare your generous 
gift beforehand, which you had previously promised, that it may 
be ready as a matter of generosity and not as a grudging 
obligation. 6 But this I say: He who sows sparingly will also reap 
sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully. 7 
So let each one give as he purposes in his heart, not grudgingly 
or of necessity; for God loves a cheerful giver. 8 And God is able 
to make all grace abound toward you, that you, always having all 
sufficiency in all things, may have an abundance for every good 
work.”

“He who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and he who 
sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.”  So, cast your bread 
upon the waters.  In terms of generous giving, we then read in,

v.2

Luke 6:38  “Give, and it will be given to you: good measure, 
pressed down, shaken together, and running over will be put into 
your bosom. For with the same measure that you use, it will be 
measured back to you.”

It seems to me that a broader application can also be made to 
your industriousness.  Your willingness to labor, to work hard, in 
whatever work the Lord calls you to do.  Not just generous giving, 
but a generous labor.  A free and total commitment to whatever 
work is laid before you.  

Paul speaks of that broader context in,

Gal. 6:7  “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for 
whatever a man sows, that he will also reap. 8 For he who sows 
to his flesh will of the flesh reap corruption, but he who sows to 
the Spirit will of the Spirit reap everlasting life. 9 And let us not 
grow weary while doing good, for in due season we shall reap if 
we do not lose heart. 10 Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us 
do good to all, especially to those who are of the household of 
faith.”

“Whatever a man sows, that he will also reap.”  “Cast your 
bread upon the waters, For you will find it after many days.”  “For 
we walk by faith, not by sight.”

Solomon then moves on in this call to courage to answer the 
question of why.  Why are we to be so wholehearted in our faith?  
There is a simple answer.  The providence of God.  God is in 
control of everything.  And rather than bemoan our fate or be 
discouraged by the inevitability of those things God has decreed, 
we are simply to see God’s hand at work in them all.  Things 
expected and unexpected.

v.3

God arranges all those things, and if you spend all your time 
trying to figure it all out, you won’t do anything worthwhile.

v.4

God’s providence governs all circumstances, all events.  So 
move on!  Don’t get stuck lingering at a place in which you are 
really doing nothing but “observing the wind” and “regarding the 
clouds.”  Rather, be about the business of sowing your seeds.  Be 
about the business of your business, recognizing both God’s 
sovereignty and the opportunities he grants to you within his 
providence.  
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B. Providence and opportunity.
So don’t watch the wind in fear of what might happen.  Step 

out in faith according to the opportunity God gives you, and trust 
him to take care of the wind and the clouds.

v.5

God made them all, so your calling, and mine, is to exercise 
an,

C. Active and fervent trust.
Verse 6 is simply exuberant.  It is delightful in its simple faith.  

It’s trusting faith.  And trust calls for action.  Trust God to 
accomplish all his holy will, all that he has purposed.  And with 
that trust, get to work wherever he puts you to work.

v.6 

In other words, 
Eph. 5:15  “See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools 

but as wise, 16 redeeming the time, because the days are evil.”

Derek Kidner comments, “Verse 6, clinching the passage, has 
a buoyancy of spirit...It is a stimulating call, with no thought of 
faltering, yet no trace of bravado or irresponsibility.  The very 
smallness of our knowledge and control, the very likelihood of 
hard times, so frequently impressed on us throughout the book, 
become the reasons to bestir ourselves and show some spirit.”

So in the language of Moses speaking to Joshua,
Josh. 1:6  “Be strong and of good courage, for to this people 

you shall divide as an inheritance the land which I swore to their 
fathers to give them. 7 "Only be strong and very courageous, that 
you may observe to do according to all the law which Moses My 
servant commanded you; do not turn from it to the right hand or to 
the left, that you may prosper wherever you go. 8 "This Book of 

the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate 
in it day and night, that you may observe to do according to all 
that is written in it. For then you will make your way prosperous, 
and then you will have good success. 9 "Have I not commanded 
you? Be strong and of good courage; do not be afraid, nor be 
dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you wherever you go.”

Beloved, that’s Solomon’s conclusion of the matter regarding 
the vanity of life. Those are our marching orders as well, living by 
faith in Jesus Christ.  “Be strong and of good courage; do not be 
afraid, nor be dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you 
wherever you go.”

Next comes,

II. A CALL TO JOY.
The conclusion of Solomon’s quest for meaning in life is joy 

after all.  Not the depressive fatalism of a godless existence under 
the sun, but the fullness of joy that is to be yours who believe in 
Jesus Christ.  Thus the Psalmist declares,

Ps. 16:11  “You will show me the path of life; In Your presence 
is fullness of joy; At Your right hand are pleasures forevermore.”

Don’t think for a moment that verse 7 is out of place in this 
book, for it appears as the antidote to all that has gone before by 
way of contrast.

v.7  “Truly the light is sweet, And it is pleasant for the eyes to 
behold the sun.”

Light, of course, is a familiar biblical image of life itself.  And 
sweetness is a common expression as well.  The land promised 
to the Israelites was a land flowing with milk and honey, and 
honey is the epitome of sweetness in the language of the Bible.  
Remember how God’s law is, “Sweeter also than honey and the 
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honeycomb.”
Ps 119:103  “How sweet are Your words to my taste, Sweeter 

than honey to my mouth!”

So it is that Solomon identifies,

A. The sweetness of life.
And pleasant.  Literally, “good.”  Goodness in its broadest 

sense.  Profitable, enjoyable, beneficial, prosperous.  The good 
life, in every sense properly understood.  The blessed life, in 
which the joy of the Lord is your strength.

And even,
B. The goodness of long life.
We live in a day and an age in which youth is exalted, youthful 

strength and youthful beauty are the goal.  Even the high point.  
We live in an age in which the young are considered the most 
advantaged and the most to be envied, while the old are 
consigned to the position of unimportance.  Indeed, even a 
bother, a distraction, a burden to be borne.  While the fullness of 
life is attributed to the young and healthy.

The Bible has that exactly opposite.  It is the life of those who 
are older which is honored, and addressed with particular 
goodness.  Beginning with,

v.8a  “But if a man lives many years And rejoices in them all...”

Only then does Solomon mention the young, sensing the need 
for specific instructions,

v.9  “Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, And let your heart 
cheer you in the days of your youth.”

So rejoice in your youth, it does have great blessings.  But 
only in the context of walking in consistency with what you know 

to be right and good.  In other words, as verse 11 continues, 
“Walk in the ways of your heart, And in the sight of your eyes.”

The eye is the instrument of the heart, and the seat of joy.  Yet 
beware, especially the young, beware those desires of the heart 
and those things you see with your eyes that would diminish the 
great joy that you have by walking uprightly before the Lord.  You 
see, there is much realism here.  Solomon is well aware of,

C. The realism of life.
The realism of the judgment of God upon the sinfulness of our 

lives.  So verse 9 ends, “But know that for all these God will bring 
you into judgment.”

He had been very realistic with the elderly, too, hadn’t  he?  
The joy of long years of life is in the context of the impending 
conclusion of that life.  The joy isn’t removed, by the reality of 
death is certainly impressive.

v.8

So the concluding warning is given to the young, as the 
pathway to true joy,

v.10

“So the young person is instructed to remove and put away 
the things that would produce evil and sorrow in the his heart.”  
(Winter)  Jesus gives us the further instruction that,

Mat. 5:8  “Blessed are the pure in heart, For they shall see 
God.”

But that’s not all.  It’s not just be bold.  Be joyful.  But thirdly, 
be godly.  That’s where the meaning of life is most fully to be 
found, in response to,
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III. A CALL TO GODLINESS. 
And so we read,
v.1  “Remember now your Creator in the days of your youth.”

Remember means much more than what you retain in your 
mind.  It means to recognize his authority over all things.  Above 
all else, it means to live in reverence toward him.  To fear God, in 
that sense.  To acknowledge his glory and his honor.  It is, even 
more clearly stated, the commitment to “seek first the kingdom of 
God and His righteousness.” 

It is, therefore, with that acknowledgment of God, the 
willingness to trust him and rely upon him for all things, to drop 
your pretense of self-sufficiency and commit yourself to him.  It is 
to confess that he is your God, your creator, and that you are but 
a creature subject to his authority and in absolute need of his 
oversight and care.  “Remember now your Creator in the days of 
your youth.”

Let me emphasize this for just a moment to those of you who 
are young.  To children.  To those still under the care of your 
parents, living within their home.  And to you who are young in the 
beginnings of your adulthood.  This is life.  This is the happiness 
and joy of life.  This is the satisfaction and the fulfillment of life, 
that you would remember your creator.  That you would learn to 
live your life in a way that would bring honor and glory to God.  
And that you would learn it early in life!  

And let me say to everyone of you,

A. Godliness is founded upon reverence toward God.
But again realism is not far from the mind of Solomon.  

Godliness is founded upon realism also.  So we confront the 
matters of death again.  Learn to fear God when you are young, 

so that when you grow old, you will be well established.
v.1

B. Godliness is founded upon the reality of our life’s 
limited span.
Sadly, it is all too often the case that those who are young give 

no thought or attention to the brevity of their lives, living according 
to their own pleasures and desires with no thought of their own 
demise.  So Solomon emphasizes the physical decline that is 
sure to come to all who grow old.  He uses many images and 
metaphors.

v.2-4

And, of course, that physical decline of our bodies will end 
with the certainty of our death.  And that certainty is, as well, the 
foundation of godliness.

C. Godliness is founded upon the certainty of our death.
v.5-7

So be ready, be ready to die!  And in that context, people of 
God, remember your creator!  Serve God, fear God.  Honor God 
and live for him all the days of life he gives you.  Until you return 
to the dust in death.  

So it is, we shall all die, which is why we read again the refrain 
at this point,

v.8

But wait a minute.  With those words, Solomon is reminding us 
of life under the sun.  And you and I know well the only answer to 
that vanity that would come from the impending certainty of your 
death.  It is the hope of the resurrection that comes to those who 
do remember their creator!  And what a great hope it is,
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1 Cor. 15:47  “The first man was of the earth, made of dust; 
the second Man is the Lord from heaven. 48 As was the man of 
dust, so also are those who are made of dust; and as is the 
heavenly Man, so also are those who are heavenly. 49 And as we 
have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the 
image of the heavenly Man. 50 Now this I say, brethren, that flesh 
and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; nor does corruption 
inherit incorruption. 51 Behold, I tell you a mystery: We shall not 
all sleep, but we shall all be changed-- 52 in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, 
and the dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be 
changed. 53 For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this 
mortal must put on immortality. 54 So when this corruptible has 
put on incorruption, and this mortal has put on immortality, then 
shall be brought to pass the saying that is written: "Death is 
swallowed up in victory." 55 "O Death, where is your sting? O 
Hades, where is your victory?" 56 The sting of death is sin, and 
the strength of sin is the law. 57 But thanks be to God, who gives 
us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.”

Paul’s conclusion in that great chapter is no different than 
Solomon’s.  Be bold.  Be joyful.  Be godly.

Paul puts it this way,
1 Cor. 15:58  “Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, 

immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing 
that your labor is not in vain in the Lord.”
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