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DEATH BY LIVING? 

 

3 Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the 

LORD God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You 

must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 

2 
The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the 

garden, 
3 

but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in 

the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’” 

4 
“You will not certainly die,” the serpent said to the woman. 

5 
“For God 

knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will 

be like God, knowing good and evil.” (Genesis 3 v 1-5) 

What has that got to do with what we’ve been reading in Ecclesiastes? 

9 So I reflected on all this and concluded that the righteous and the wise 

and what they do are in God’s hands, but no one knows whether love or 

hate awaits them. 
2 

All share a common destiny—the righteous and the 

wicked, the good and the bad, the clean and the unclean, those who 

offer sacrifices and those who do not. 

As it is with the good, 

     so with the sinful; 

as it is with those who take oaths, 

    so with those who are afraid to take them. 

3 
This is the evil in everything that happens under the sun: The same 

destiny overtakes all. The hearts of people, moreover, are full of evil and 

there is madness in their hearts while they live, and afterward they join 

the dead. 
4 

Anyone who is among the living has hope—even a live dog is 

better off than a dead lion! 

5 
For the living know that they will die, 

    but the dead know nothing; 

they have no further reward, 

    and even their name is forgotten. 



6 
Their love, their hate 

    and their jealousy have long since vanished; 

never again will they have a part 

    in anything that happens under the sun. 

7 
Go, eat your food with gladness, and drink your wine with a joyful 

heart, for God has already approved what you do. 
8 

Always be clothed in 

white, and always anoint your head with oil. 
9 

Enjoy life with your wife, 

whom you love, all the days of this meaningless life that God has given 

you under the sun—all your meaningless days. For this is your lot in life 

and in your toilsome labour under the sun. 
10 

Whatever your hand finds 

to do, do it with all your might, for in the realm of the dead, where you 

are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor 

wisdom. 

11 
I have seen something else under the sun: 

The race is not to the swift 

    or the battle to the strong, 

nor does food come to the wise 

    or wealth to the brilliant 

    or favour to the learned; 

but time and chance happen to them all. 

12 
Moreover, no one knows when their hour will come: 

As fish are caught in a cruel net, 

    or birds are taken in a snare, 

so people are trapped by evil times 

    that fall unexpectedly upon them.  (Ecclesiastes 9 v 1-12) 

What has what we read in Genesis got to do with what we’ve just read? 

The Genesis account of creation reveals the problem of human sin.  Human sin 

wrecks everything!  The sin was the desire to be like God!  The devil flatters 

Adam and Eve into thinking that they would be like God if they ate of the fruit 

of the tree in the middle of the garden.  Adam and Eve fell for the devil’s 

flattery and we’ve been falling for it ever since. 

Truth is, we want to be like God.  We want to know everything, have 

everything, do everything, achieve everything, be happy forever, never be left 



wondering, have all the answers, never live with mystery, and be remembered 

for all time! 

That’s what we hope for.  That’s what Adam and Eve hoped for.  How much do 

you still live as if you were God? 

Some commentators suggest that verse 7 is Ecclesiastes in a nutshell.   

Go eat your food with gladness and drink your wine with a joyful heart, 

for God has already approved what you do. (Verse 7) 

So… how are we to understand this and what the teacher is trying to say?  The 

teacher shows here how he looks at the world as we know it. He wrote his 

book to shatter the idea that we have, and the way we often look at the world, 

that we can, in fact, be like God.  His point is and has been throughout the 

book: If you knew what was going to happen tomorrow, how would you live 

today? 

What he’s been saying up to now is this: 

The life you have today is a gift from the hand of God.  You have that gift for a 

while and then it will be gone.  Enjoy life now, because tomorrow it might be 

gone!  Life is gift not gain.  We are not in control.   

What the teacher wants us to do again is to look again at life in God’s world.  

He wants us again to look at the way the world really is, not as we would like it 

to be: death, the mystery of the way life really is, why things don’t happen as 

we would like.  He wants us to understand the truth of what occurred all the 

way back in Genesis: That we are not God and we cannot control our destiny! 

The teacher will present us with an alternative way to live.   

So…are you ready? 

In verses 1-6 the teacher returns to a familiar theme.  He reminds us again of 

the one thing in life that is certain: death.  The certainty of your own death is 

something you simply cannot escape.  Here’s a sobering thought: you are 

closer now to the hour of your death than you were when we began this series 

in Ecclesiastes!   

The teacher wrestles with the truth that death comes to us all no matter who 

we are, or what we do, or how we live!  He notes again in these verses there 



are lots of things we don’t know in life.  But, he says, whatever happens, 

however it turns out, everyone dies!  Some people, it seems, live good, faithful, 

honest, creative, helpful lives. Others live selfish, hurtful, deceitful lives, but all 

end the same way – that we know for certain.   

In verse 3 the teacher wrestles with exactly the same thing we probably do. 

This is the evil in everything that happens under the sun; the same 

destiny overtakes all. 

One thing he’s saying is that death is evil… and it is!  It is, back to Genesis, not 

the way it was meant to be, but a result of sin!  But he is also saying something 

else, he’s saying that the way death does its work is evil.  Actually – we know 

that to be true – I certainly do.  My dad died, aged 35, suddenly and 

unexpectedly, in the prime of life, leaving a young family effectively homeless. 

I don’t really need to say any more – each of us carries the burden of the way 

death does its work – we all have stories.  It is an outrage, it is unfair, unjust.  

But there is something important, really important, here for us to notice.  The 

teacher is saying this is what it is like “under the sun” and by saying that, he is 

leaving open the opportunity to see the world from a different perspective. 

“Under the sun” the world makes no sense, but there is another perspective:  

God’s perspective.  The teacher invites us to put these two perspectives 

together:  

- We have a little picture of the truth and in our picture death is certain 

whoever we are and whatever we’ve done. 

- God knows the big picture that we do not, and cannot know. 

When we put them together – then life is worth living! 

Verse 4 makes a strong and simple point even if in a slightly odd way!  

Anyone who is among the living has hope – even a live dog is better off 

than a dead lion.  

His point? To be alive is to have the day of opportunity you don’t have when 

you’re dead.  If you add verses 5 & 6 to the mix it becomes this:  all things you 

think most important in the world – they will all disappear.  Death means none 

of it makes sense, because this is true, life works like this: 



“God comes to us in Jesus and says, ‘Trust me.  Walk with me.  Love me.  Put 

your hand in my hand.  Believe my word.  Stop trying to understand everything, 

to be in control of everything, to tie up all the loose ends, to have perfect peace 

and wealth and happiness.  Stop striving for all those things, and stop it now.  If 

you can’t see that life doesn’t always make sense, then something is coming 

your way which will prove it to you.  Death is coming.”
1
 

So a question the teacher is asking is simply this: What does it mean to die 

well?  Well here are a couple of things it doesn’t mean:  

It doesn’t mean when you are touched by death you don’t have a broken 

heart.  It doesn’t mean when you are touched by death you don’t experience 

suffocating grief.  

 

To die well means to understand that God has placed limits on creatures who 

want to be gods!   

To die well means - I realise death is not just something that happens to me, it 

happens because I am a sinner – in that sense I am the cause of my own death.  

To die well means - I know I live in a broken world and I am part of the 

brokenness.   

To die well means - I realise God owes me nothing not even a long life.   

To die well means - I understand that I am only alive today because of his 

immeasurable grace.   

To die well means that from the moment I was born I have been laying up 

treasure in heaven and that is where my heart is.   

To die well means everything I have in this world I hold with open hands 

because I love Jesus more than anyone or anything. 

To die well means I am happy to go home with God! 

 

We can, in truth, embrace death by living well in God’s perspective.  So the 

teacher would ask: how are you doing?   

 

If death is the one thing that is certain, there are many things that are 

uncertain. 

 

11 
I have seen something else under the sun: 

                                                           
1
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The race is not to the swift 

    or the battle to the strong, 

nor does food come to the wise 

    or wealth to the brilliant 

    or favour to the learned; 

but time and chance happen to them all. 

12 
Moreover, no one knows when their hour will come: 

As fish are caught in a cruel net, 

    or birds are taken in a snare, 

so people are trapped by evil times 

    that fall unexpectedly upon them.   (verses 11 + 12) 

 

We tend to live the wrong way round – that the one certain thing will never, in 

fact, come and the things that are in fact uncertain, are certain!  What the 

teacher writes here is a bit like what we read in Proverbs.    Proverbs are things 

that are generally true.  So here with the teacher: generally the race is won by 

the fastest; the battle is won by the strongest; the brilliant do normally get the 

best paid jobs…But not always!   

 

The word change in verse 11 means simply that unforeseen events happen! 

The point is simple: truth is, you cannot know or predict the future.  One of my 

favourite six word life stories that I read was this one: “Macular degeneration: 

Never saw that coming!”  That is the teacher’s point here: life has a way of 

dealing us events we never saw coming!  When we’re young we have dreams 

about life: what we’ll do, who we’ll marry, what we’ll achieve, where we’ll live.  

The teacher says: Maybe, maybe not! 

 

What he really wants us to understand is it is better not to put our faith in 

these uncertain things… and far better to put our faith in something that is, in 

truth, not “under the sun.” 

So the teacher has reminded us of what is certain (our death) and what is 

uncertain (life) and he asks again the question: “So how then do we live?” And 

in verse 7-10 he tells us what he thinks!  He thinks a life well lived is one lived 

well today!   Another way of saying it might be this: Today, enjoy the simple 

pleasures and gifts God has given you! 

Verse 7 begins with the word “Go!”  Do it as if you mean it!  Eat and drink with 

pleasure – enjoy it!  In the film ‘Dead Poet’s Society’ the teacher encourages 

his pupils to adopt this motto: Carpe Diem – Seize the Day!   



The teacher in Ecclesiastes says: “Seize the day!” Seize each day!”  The fact 

that God has already approved what you do simply means these are the good 

gifts and simple pleasures God gives to us to enjoy. 

Here’s a phrase I love: God takes pleasure in your pleasure.  God greatly enjoys 

watching you take pleasure in the gifts he has graciously blessed you with, so 

go and enjoy them!  No…seriously seize the day, enjoy what God has given you 

– he so longs that you will! 

This is the main message of Ecclesiastes: Life is gift not gain!   

 For God so loved the world that he gives… (John 3v16) 

It is the nature of God to give gifts to his loved ones for them to enjoy.  When 

God made the world he saw it was very good.  Sin fractures the world and 

distorts everything… but it doesn’t un-create it!  So the teacher recognises you 

can live life to the full even in its brokenness. 

The teacher suggests some things to enjoy, but he could have said much more: 

ride a bike; go for a walk; run in the rain; laugh with friends until you cry; listen 

to Beethoven or jazz or country music; spend some money; take a friend out to 

dinner; do the gardening; adopt a child; give away your riches; serve someone 

else. 

And how do you do all these things?  Well, the teacher says in verse 10 – 

whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might – or with everything 

you have!  The teacher is saying I think, that those people who truly know they 

are dying, are in fact the ones who are truly the most alive!  This is death by 

living!  They are not here to live forever, but to live for now, today, with and 

for others. 

The teacher has challenged us with two important things in this chapter. What 

the teacher wants to remind us is that this world is not our home.  The 

reminder of our death is to challenge us not to seek our security here: if we do 

it will only bring us disappointment and despair.  The reminder of God’s gifts is 

to challenge us to embrace God’s bigger and far better picture. 

What God offers and gives to us here and now in this life, is only to serve to 

point to what is yet to come.  There is a banquet the likes of which we cannot 

really begin to put into words that awaits those whose hearts turn to God here 

and now.  Today we eat and drink and enjoy God’s good and gracious gifts in a 

fallen world filled with brokenness and heartache.   



Then, one bright hour, one fine day, we will eat and drink and enjoy God’s 

good and gracious gifts in the city of the king, the master of the universe, the 

great “I Am”.  There death will vanish and we will enjoy Him forever!  And then 

living will be living as we’ve always longed for it to be. 

 

Preached in Crawley Baptist Church on Sunday 19
th

 March 2017, by Rev. Ian Phillips. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


