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Which, it turns out, is actually a very old ambition. This is what Adam and Eve
were seeking when they grasped the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil: wisdom without listening to God, pleasure without trusting in
God, abundance without depending on God.
Here’s how C.S Lewis puts it in Mere Christianity:
What Satan put into the heads of our remote ancestors was the idea
that they could "be like gods" — [that they] could set up on their own as
if they had created themselves — [that they could] be their own masters
— [that they could] invent some sort of happiness for themselves
outside God, apart from God.
And out of that hopeless attempt has come nearly all that we call
human history — money, poverty, ambition, war, prostitution, classes,
empires, slavery — the long terrible story of man trying to find
something other than God which will make him happy.
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1. A Human Ambition: Abundance Without
Dependence

And I saw that all toil and all achievement spring from one
person’s envy of another. This too is meaningless, a chasing after
the wind.

Motivated by envy, we work hard to compete and achieve. And so we
literally say that a job opportunity is very competitive, or the
competition to buy a house in Sydney is insane. You can measure your
performance on social media. In fact you can measure your
performance basically everywhere as we all strive to forge our
independent meaning and identity and values and all the rest.
Which is just exhausting. But it is also dangerous. Because when our
fellow humans become our competitors, they can then very quickly
become threats. And we can justify their oppression in order to secure
our abundance. You see it in bullying that happens in the playground
or workplace. To secure your popularity or a promotion, you may need
to put others down, or push them out of the way. You can see it in the
treatment of outsiders or strangers, who are labeled as a threat to our
jobs or a danger to society. You can see it in global politics, where
nation competes against nation for land, or power, or influence. And so
the world becomes a hostile and inhospitable place for humans to live.
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The teacher says:
“I saw the tears of the oppressed
— and they have no comforter;
power was on the side of the oppressors

Again I saw something meaningless under the sun:
There was a man all alone;
he had neither son nor brother.
There was no end to his toil,
yet his eyes were not content with his wealth.
“For whom am I toiling,” he asked,
“and why am I depriving myself of enjoyment?”

Here is a man who has given his life to accumulation. Perhaps he spent
late nights studying to get the best marks he could. He worked longer
hours than anyone to get that first promotion. Maybe he moved
overseas for a while to expand his CV, broaden his experience. Then
one night he’s just after he has just wrapped up a big project, he’s
sitting in his dream house, sipping on an expensive glass of wine. And
he can’t help but notice he’s all alone. He thinks about the brother he
hasn’t spoken to for a year or so. He wonders what his adult son is up
to at university college, but thinks it would be weird to give him a call.
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Better a poor but wise youth than an old but foolish king who no
longer knows how to heed a warning. The youth may have come
from prison to the kingship, or he may have been born in poverty
within his kingdom. I saw that all who lived and walked under the
sun followed the youth, the king’s successor. There was no end to
all the people who were before them.

I wonder if the teacher has Joseph in mind. A youth who was released
from prison and made prime-minister over all of Egypt. Or maybe he is
thinking of David: the poor shepherd anointed as King over Israel.
Surely the future of God’s people was secure! They had friends in high
places; a faithful King on the throne. All the people were before them!
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But [says the teacher] those who came later were not pleased
with the successor.

This too is meaningless, a chasing after the wind.

- Many Words and the Sacrifice of Fools
So far we’ve seen that competition leads to oppression. Accumulation
leads to loneliness. That power-plays and politicking is futile and
frustrating. So where else can we turn?
Perhaps we could go to the house of God? That is surely the right
answer. But before we get there, the teacher says “be careful!” He
warns us that it is possible to approach God in the wrong way.

6

Ecclesiastes 4:1-5:7

8 May 2022

Ch 5, v. 1:
Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. Go near to
listen rather than to offer the sacrifice of fools, who do not know
that they do wrong.
Do not be quick with your mouth,
do not be hasty in your heart
to utter anything before God.
God is in heaven
and you are on earth,
so let your words be few.
A dream comes when there are many cares,
and many words mark the speech of a fool.
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6 Go to the ant, you sluggard;
consider its ways and be wise!
7 It has no commander,
no overseer or ruler,
8 yet it stores its provisions in summer
and gathers its food at harvest.
9 How long will you lie there, you sluggard?
When will you get up from your sleep?
10 A little sleep, a little slumber,
a little folding of the hands to rest—
11 and poverty will come on you like a thief
and scarcity like an armed man.
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So on the one hand, you have the empty-handed fool. And on the
other hand there is the fool who has two full hands, but an empty life.
But the teacher invites us to a third way: contentment.
Look again from verse 5:
Fools fold their hands
and ruin themselves.
Better one handful with tranquillity
than two handfuls with toil
and chasing after the wind.

I think G.K. Chesterton nails it when he says:
There are two ways to get enough. One is to continue to
accumulate more and more. The other is to desire less.
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- Companionship

Two are better than one,
because they have a good return for their labor:
If either of them falls down,
one can help the other up.
But pity anyone who falls
and has no one to help them up.
Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm.
But how can one keep warm alone?
Though one may be overpowered,
two can defend themselves.
A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.

It is a great shame that we hear this passage and think immediately of
weddings. Let’s be honest, put your hands up if you straight away
thought of marriage? It’s so easy to sentimentalise these verses as if it’s
just about being able to snuggle up to someone on the couch on a
cold winter night. But we should be getting the idea that the teacher is
too much of a realist for such soppy sentimentalism.
The picture is of two friends labouring together, helping each other in
their hard work. Of two companions on a long journey, spurring each
other on to keep going, lifting them up when they fall down. Two
soldiers at war who keep each other warm through the night and have
each others backs through the day.
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And I declared that the dead,
who had already died,
are happier than the living,
who are still alive.
But better than both
is the one who has never been born,
who has not seen the evil
that is done under the sun.
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Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give
you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.
For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.
Matthew 11:28-30
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