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Ecclesiastes: Everything is Vapour 
Part 6 – “What are you living for?” 

Scripture: Ecclesiastes 4:1–16 
Delivered at Central Baptist Church on Feb 16, 2020, by Pastor Steven Edelman 

 
(SLIDE 1) INTRODUCTION:  

What is behind the door of your life? In the game show, the ‘Price is Right’, 

currently hosted by Drew Carey, contestants are chosen from the audience to guess the 

current cost of household items. He says, “COME ON DOWN… You are on the Price is 

Right!” and someone bids on something like a can of soup or a tube of toothpaste. It’s 

an interesting dynamic in which the crowd can yell out prices to try and influence your 

decision. The person who identifies the amount closest to the price wins that round and 

continues on.  
(SLIDE 2) One of the features of the game Price is Right is the ‘big doors’ as 

they are a vital part of the set. Behind these doors is a display of prizes called a 

showcase, which could include a new car, a vacation to the Bahamas, a new kitchen, or 

the perfect backyard setup with a luxury BBQ for the perfect summer cookout. There is 

much anticipation before the door is opened. You see, whatever is behind these doors 

becomes the thing that matters most. It’s on display for everyone to see. A contestant 

then decides on whether to bid on what is behind the door or not based on their own 

dreams and desires. The doors are then opened revealing the first showcase. The 

contestant who is ahead in the game can choose by bidding or wait for the next 

showcase. The doors are opened again revealing a second showcase. Whoever bids 

closest to the value of their showcase wins whatever was revealed behind the door! 
What is behind the door of your life? Many of us have spent a great deal of 

time asking ourselves the question. What am I really living for? You may even find that 

question troubling! However, our actions reveal what is behind the curtain of our life. As 

you are going to see, we have already spent a lot of time today answering the question 

of “what are you living for? If someone inserted a video recorder inside our brain that 

replayed our private life and our thinking on the big screen, what would be revealed? 

Would we see selfish characteristics? Foolish characteristics? Or wise 
characteristics? Underneath all your motives and desire what are you living for? 
What activities showcase your life? 
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Behind the door of Western culture, we are more consumed with how we feel about 

something, rather than what is going on deep inside. YOU BE YOU! We usually keep the 

conversation simple to “how are you doing today?” We go through the day with a sense 

of whether we are feeling happy or sad, stressed, tired, or relaxed and carefree. For 

example, our culture is focused on how does my work, boss, home life, relationships, and 

church make us feel? Are you happy? If something or someone doesn’t make us feel 

happy, we “cancel” them! Rather than looking deeper into the reason why we do what we 

do. 

Today Solomon will help us to reflect on questions like: What am I living for? Why 
am I working so hard—is it worth it? What am I achieving? What is behind the door 

of our life?  

The Preacher in Ecclesiastes is putting his hand on the door handle and is opening 

the door to what a wise and faithful life looks like under the sun. He is talking about the 
inner human desire to get ahead of creation itself, rather than living in harmony 
with God and others. In chapter 4, Solomon adds a deeper layer of wisdom by showing 

us that there are three ways to live. In other words, there are three doors you can bid 

on… as the showcase of your life. DOOR #1: A SELF-CENTERED LIFE. DOOR #2: A 
FOOLISH LIFE. And DOOR #3: A WISE LIFE. 

As you are going to see, we somehow deceive ourselves by bidding on selfish and 

foolish desires.  

1. DOOR #1: THE SELF-CENTERED LIFE (4:1–6) (SLIDE 3) 
In order to stop walking through the door of a self-centered life, we need to 
experience the wisdom of God. 
One of the problems behind door #1 is the misuse of power and the pain and hurt 
it causes. 

Look with me at Ecclesiastes 4:1-3, which says, “Again I saw all the oppressions that 

are done under the sun. And behold, the tears of the oppressed, and they had no one to 

comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was power, and there was no one to 

comfort them."  

Behind the self-centered door we see the problem with power. 
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a) The problem with power (vv. 1-3) (SLIDE 4) 

 When Solomon looks through the door to a self-centered life, he sees the 

casualties and brokenness. It’s like looking out on the landscape after a fire burned 

through. As Solomon reviewed the selfishness in his own kingdom, life, and the world of 

his day, he was greatly troubled. He would have witnessed the oppressive violence that 

led to the tears of the victims as kingdoms fought against each other. He saw that the 

extremes of abuse, injustice, and inequality were taking place all around him from 

powerful people (think Bill Gates), yet he could do nothing about it. This knowledge 

caused him great stress, and even misery, in his life. As king, he could not ignore the 
problem of self-centeredness that comes with power; neither could he eliminate it.  

Look with me at verse 2 – 3.  “And I thought the dead who are already dead more 

fortunate than the living who are still alive. 3 But better than both is he who has not yet 

been and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun.” 

What does Solomon mean that the dead are more fortunate than the living? Or 

better is he who has not been and has not seen the evil deeds? As he looked to see the 
result of that type of life, it became unbearable so much so that he congratulates 
the dead on being dead, for they are spared the misery he sees. And never being 

born at all is better than being dead after having been alive.  

As a side note, what is the big question that comes out this? Did Solomon 
just make a case for suicide and abortion? No. We need to be careful not to draw big 

conclusions without looking at the  

 

rest of scripture. God says in His word that life is sacred and that there is hope as we 

experience the brokenness of this world. God says that He loves you no matter how 

broken you are or your life is. This is an example of how a self-centered life and evil can 

cause us and others to breakdown when we neglect God and His ways. Solomon is 

reflecting on how sin and how a self-centered life feels when you see it face to face. 

Solomon may have had two thoughts here. 
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There are a number of possible interpretations of what Solomon was thinking. 1) 
Some commentaries say that he was saying, “we feel like death would have been 
preferable to living under the painful, unrelenting circumstances that they were constantly 

subjected to by their tormentors.” 

2) Other commentaries say, “Solomon was referring to those who were 

unavoidably forced to witness the cries of the oppressed.” 

Allowing yourself to dwell on such evils becomes unbearable. We all get what it 

feels like to watch the news when it’s filled with tragedy. The Preacher simply describes 

how it feels to keep watching the news report about a baby who died because she was 

neglected by her dysfunctional parents. All the ‘Me Too’ scandals with powerful people 

in Hollywood. Abuse. Murder. Lies. Blame. As you flick through the channels, you can 

hardly bear it. Hurt and pain are behind the door of a self-centered life.  

 This brings us to the question and to borrow from Tim Keller, he says. “What’s 
wrong with us, the human race? Why are we able to do these horrific things to 
each other? That is an extremely important question. Why are there at this very minute, 

incredible atrocities, genocidal ethnic cleansings? Why are we capable of that? One 
of the reasons is self-deception. It’s an aspect of sin, and it’s extremely 
important. It’s the almost infinite ability of the human heart to hide the truth from 
itself when that truth is unpleasant enough. In other words, self-deception is the 

ability to rationalize and justify things you know are true or are wrong.” 

 Why do people overeat? Why do people lie to others? Steal? Or take a life? They 

rationalized it in their mind that is somehow they will be better off! What did Hitler say to 

himself and others to be able to kill millions of Jews?  We have this ability to tell 
ourselves that when we engage in sin that this action will be better for us.  

Ultimately, this is what is behind the door of a self-centered life. When you try to 

take control of your life for selfish gain, it leaves a mess. Solomon is telling us that these 

are the actions and results when you live a self-centered life. 

Another problem with the self-centered life behind DOOR #1: is the problem of 

envy and rivalry. 

b)  The problem of envy and rivalry (v. 4) (SLIDE 5) 
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Let’s look at Ecclesiastes 4:4, which says, “Then I saw that all toil and all skill in 
work come from a man’s envy of his neighbor. This also is vanity and a striving after 

wind.” 

In verse 4, notice the words, “I saw that all toil and all skill in work come from a 

man’s envy of his neighbor.” Again, in this verse, we see the problem of work or 

achievement-driven by envy. As Solomon walked through his kingdom and observed 

people hard at work, he recognized that their attitudes toward their labor were motivated 

and propelled by greed, envy, or a competitive spirit. 

The problem is that if we look closely behind the door of our hearts, we want to be 

noticed and to be the focus of attention, and that desire is capable of driving all we do 

and the reason we do it. Jesus says we are to love others. But we somehow twist love 

into what will into taking or getting what we want! I have a cancer that eats at my heart 

and can destroy me even as I destroy you. This is because I have dressed up my 

selfishness in generosity and deceived both of us in the process.1 

The Preacher is probing deep inside and opening the door to the motives of 
our human heart. All this striving and toiling, working and working and working: it 
is all motivated by me! But what about others? What do they need? How can I be a 

giver instead of a getter, a servant of others instead of lord of myself?  

APPLICATION:  
Here are the questions that we need to be asking: How does your heart respond 

when a friend or collogue fails? Do you rejoice, or do you help them succeed? How do 

you respond when someone else succeeds or gets the position that you wanted? Are 

you comparing families, houses, achievements, or jobs? Envy only leaves us and others 

feeling worse about ourselves. We deceive ourselves into thinking that a self-centered 

life is better. This is what is behind the door of a self-centered life.  

As you can see, in order to stop walking through the door of a self-centered life, 

we need to experience the wisdom of God. 

 
1 Gibson, D. (2017). Living life backward: how ecclesiastes teaches us to live in light of the end. 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway. 
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Next, Solomon is telling us that there is another way we can live our life. 
DOOR #2. 

2. DOOR #2 - THE FOOLISH LIFE (4:1–6) (SLIDE 6) 
In order to stop walking through the door of a foolish life, we need to experience the 

wisdom of God. 

 
a) The problem of the lazy life (v. 5) (SLIDE 7) 
 
One problem behind the door of the foolish life is laziness or not wanting to work. 

Let’s look at verse 5, which says, “The fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh.” 

Notice the descriptive words “folds his hands (which means refuses to work) he 

eats his own flesh.” He literally means “eats his own flesh” or ruins himself. This is a 

graphic image or a perfect picture of a lazy man who is ruining or destroying himself. 

Solomon says the laziness is inflicting pain and problems upon yourself. It’s foolish. This 

is a symbolic picture of a person who refuses to do the hard things in life that are 

necessary for life; like eating, drinking, and being healthy. Unfortunately, the problem with 

laziness is that it lacks self-control, and this lack of self-control erodes the capacity to care 

and, in the end, erases self-respect. In other words, they ruin themselves.  

George Washington says, “Ninety-nine percent of the failures come from 
people who have the habit of making excuses.” The lazy person always has an excuse 

for not working. (SLIDE 8) 
In the Bible, James 4:17 says, “So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to 

do it, for him it is sin.” (SLIDE 9) 
Illustration: Proverbs 6:8 gives a good illustration of the work of the ant. An ant 

affirms the priority of consistent work with a view toward the future and others. 
What is the opposite of the ant? Waiting until there is an urgent need before you begin 

work. For example, as a student, you probably struggle with laziness if you wait until the 

night before a paper is due to begin writing. You may write a great paper, but you are still 

lazy. The same is true for the employee or stay-at-home mom or dad. The lazy person 
is always held captive to the tyranny of the urgent. This type of behavior makes you 

miserable and miserable to be around.  
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Application: Laziness causes us to stop thinking about and loving our neighbor. 

Laziness causes us to stop applying the gospel to our own life. In a way, laziness 
reduces our ability to love our neighbor.  

As you can see, there are many problems with a foolish, lazy life. 

Another problem behind the door of the foolish life of coveting. 

b) The problem of the coveting life (v.6) (SLIDE 10) 
Look with me at verse 6, which says, “Better is a handful of quietness than two 

hands full of toil and a striving after wind.” The Hebrew word for quietness means peace 

or contentment. In other words, better is a life of contentment than a life of work! It is far 

better for people to have only enough to meet their needs and have peace in their lives, 

rather than have all the world offers and live with the trouble it brings. 

The coveting life is foolish as it has no peace: Those who are never content—
who must always have more—are pursuing something that cannot be caught. They 
chase wind—emptiness. It’s breath or a chasing after the wind. They are feeding on air 

and will never be satisfied. Those who cannot be content with the necessities of life pay 

an enormous price for all the things they pursue. Consider the high cost of seeking after 

the possessions and pleasures of this world. Think about how it affects so many people’s 

marriages, children, health, reputation, and spiritual walk.  Every human being needs to 

control the balance between work, home, leisure, and rest. 

The more you focus on your dissatisfaction, the more dissatisfied you 
become. There is so much freedom when we find contentment. How can my heart 

change from dissatisfaction to gratefulness? We need to stop deceiving ourselves into 

thinking more will make us satisfied. When we learn to go to God for our satisfaction and 

contentment, we see different actions in our life.  

Here are a couple of content actions that God loves in scripture: 
I. Our God loves men and women who do not grumble (Philippians 2:12-16)  
II. Our God loves a cheerful giver (2 Corinthians 9:7-8)  

 
We can easily be deceived and fool ourselves when we foster discontentment. 

The roots of discontentment seem to come from greed, selfishness, covetousness, and 

unrighteousness – a heart focused on self. Remember that we are creatures, not the 

Creator, and the Preacher is out to shatter our illusion that we can be like God. We want 
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to have it all, know it all, and be remembered by all for all time. No, says the Preacher; 

life is a gift, not gain. 

In order to stop walking through the door of a foolish life, we need to live 
out the wisdom of God.  

Next, let’s look at DOOR #3 – What is behind this door? The wise life!  
3. DOOR #3 - THE WISE LIFE (SLIDE 11) 

a) The need for others (4:7-12). (SLIDE 12) 
Look with me at verses 7 and 8 which says, “7 Again, I saw vanity under the 

sun: 8 one person who has no other, either son or brother, yet there is no end to all 

his toil, and his eyes are never satisfied with riches, so that he never asks, “For whom 

am I toiling and depriving myself of pleasure?” This also is vanity and an unhappy 

business.”  

Solomon is talking about the problem of loneliness. A lonely person doesn’t feel 

connected or even has a relationship with others. Why because they are outside of 

relationships. A lonely person can often question their purpose or feel like there is a 

void. Solomon is saying that he is watching people who are choosing to work so hard 

that they are sacrificing relationships in order to get more. Solomon is saying this is 

“hebel” or vanity! This type of life is empty because there was no one with whom to 
share it. Think of a business owner or workaholic who earned and accumulated 
much of this world’s wealth and is left alone.  

In contrast, Solomon talks about the wisdom of investing in and having 

relationships so you can experience enjoyment, satisfaction, and strength!  

Look with me at verses 9 - 12 which says, “9Two are better than one, because 

they have a good reward for their toil. 10 For if they fall, one will lift up his fellow. But woe 

to him who is alone when he falls and has not another to lift him up! 11 Again, if two lie 

together, they keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone? 12 And though a man 

might prevail against one who is alone, two will withstand him—a threefold cord is not 

quickly broken.” 
Behind this door, we see the wisdom of living in relationship or community.  
i) It’s through other people we find strength and support (vv. 9-10) (two of 

them could reach out and help each other up when one of them fell.  
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ii) Two of them could provide warmth for each other (v. 11). “If two lie [down] 

together” is not a reference to a husband and wife, but to another lesson drawn from the 

illustration of traveling. There was no sexual reference here at all. The same desert that 

produced unbearable heat during the day yielded cold, frigid nights. Solomon’s picture 

was of two travelers who slept next to each other on the ground to stay warm. The man 

who traveled alone, however, shivered in the cold. 

iii) Two of them could better defend themselves together (v. 12). In the ancient 

world, traveling was a risky and dangerous activity. When Jesus taught the parable about 

the Good Samaritan, He drew on an example commonly witnessed in that day: a traveler 

who had been attacked by thieves. The person who traveled alone was vulnerable to 

attacks, but the mugger would think twice before jumping someone traveling with a 

companion. 

iv) Two of them could do even more with a third companion (v. 12).  
Illustration: A rope made of one strand is easily cut or broken. But when three 

one-strand ropes are braided together, the result is a rope that can pull hundreds of times 

its weight. 

His conclusion is that some activities are less hebel or “vapour” than others. 
Working towards building community seems to promise more lasting rewards than simply 

working to become rich. 

Living for we, not me, means a happier, healthier life. Our energies would be 
put to better use in looking for friendship and togetherness so you can enjoy the 
good gifts and share the rewards of your labors.  

ILLUSTRATION:  
Years ago, I surveyed the youth of our church, and I asked them if they could 

change one thing about your family what would it be? Almost every kid said, “I wish my 

parents would spend more time with me!” 
As another pastor said, with technology, we can “FaceTime or video into a 

child’s first birthday party. It’s another to actually taste the cake, hold the little 
one, feel her breath blowing out the single candle, and hear her laughter in your 
ear as you hold her close.” Why don’t we try the greatest app of all time? Real life! 
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In friendship and togetherness, we can love and be loved, our emotional needs can 

be met, we can share life and purpose, and we can find support and enjoy life knowing 

others and being known. 

A second thing behind the wisdom door is having a temporary perspective of your life 

here on earth. 

b) The temporary life (vv. 13-18) (SLIDE 13) 
Look with me verse 13 - 18 “13 Better was a poor and wise youth than an old 

and foolish king who no longer knew how to take advice. 14 For he went from prison 

to the throne, though in his own kingdom he had been born poor. 15 I saw all the living 

who move about under the sun, along with that youth who was to stand in the 
king’s place. 16 There was no end of all the people, all of whom he led. Yet those 

who come later will not rejoice in him. Surely this also is vanity and a striving after wind.” 

Solomon ends the chapter by saying old kings are replaced, but especially when 

they are old and foolish, the people will prefer a young man. Furthermore, the foolish old 

king would be forgotten. The poor wise youth would be forgotten. His successor will be 

forgotten. Time will pass. This is the way of the world.  

People are fickle, power is fleeting, and popularity is fading. The king who is 

adored today may be reviled tomorrow. Today’s hero will be tomorrow’s villain. 

Remember, the same people who shouted “Hosanna!” when Jesus triumphantly 

entered Jerusalem, only a few days later demanded, “Crucify Him!” 

Solomon is saying that fame and power were empty and of no real value. All the 

advantages of great position and popularity were meaningless and temporary. Thus, 

those who pursue fame, popularity, and position in the quest for fulfillment are trying to 

take hold of something that cannot be caught. It is like chasing the wind.2 The kingdom 

of this world will be forgotten.  

Every human being has the desire, to some degree, to be looked up to, be famous, 

and hold position and power over others. Sadly, those who seek their value in position 

and status will never be satisfied. They will always do whatever is necessary to be liked, 

included, or accepted. And, in so doing, they will fail to please the Lord—the only One 

 
2 Leadership Ministries Worldwide. (2011). Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon (p. 88). Chattanooga, 
TN: Leadership Ministries Worldwide. 
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who really matters, the One who loved them and gave His own life for their sins. Wisdom 

says that our life, our position, our achievements, our status is ALL temporary.  

So, what is behind the showcase of your life? A SELF-CENTERED LIFE? A 
FOOLISH LIFE? Or A WISE LIFE?  

Solomon is saying that each one of these doors is ultimately “hebel” or temporary 

breath.  

More importantly, the Bible says behind it all… we have all been deceived by sin! 

So, what is behind the door of your life? Are you being driven by things like power, 

envy, laziness, and popularity? 

When you watch the reel of your own life, what do you see? How have you 

caused brokenness and pain for others?  Maybe you have gossiped about someone to 

make yourself feel or look better. Maybe you have pushed people away as you have 

been selfish with your words, time, and resources. Maybe you have sought status in 

possessions and accomplishments as a way to better yourself. In it all, we may have 

found our brokenness of life unbearable.  

But, Jesus gives us a new door to walk through. He says, “seek and you will 

find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; the 

one who seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened” (Matt 7:7:8). 
The door to God was completely closed, and sin was the roadblock (Romans 5:12). 

But God loved us enough to provide a new door for us to walk through (Romans 5:6–8).  

He wants us to recognize our self-centered ways and come to Him so that we can find 

healing and hope. As a result, we can showcase His life with ours.  

It’s only through Christ that we don’t allow our passions and desires to dictate the 

course of our life.  

Have you walked through the new door that Christ has given you? What are 
you living for?  

Today, if you have not walked through this door, I want to invite you to give your 

life to Jesus. In just a few minutes, there will be people upfront who would love to talk to 

you about opening this door. Or maybe you have walked through that door and need to 

come back to Christ as you are living for yourself, rather than Jesus.  We invite you to 

come back to Him. Jesus invites you to come as you are! 


