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“Living in the Moment” 

Ecclesiastes 1-2 

Dr. Steve Lee 

 
I. Introduction 

Q 

Wisdom Literature 

Ecclesiastes together with Proverbs, Job, and Song of Solomon, are known as the 
wisdom books.  The wisdom books of the Bible are unique in that all the other 
books are much more direct, telling us about God’s words given to us or directly 
observing his actions in the lives of others.  

 

But the wisdom books direct our attention instead to his creation, inviting us to 
gain wisdom and understanding by observing the world that God has made.  

 



  
GCC Family Retreat 2017  |  Dr. Steve Lee P.2 

The wisdom writers are essentially saying, “Let’s look at the world around us which 
God has made to see what we can know about him.” And at times, the assessment 
that the wisdom writers make of the world and even of God can be pretty brutal. 
One of the things that we can learn from the wisdom books is that the faith of the 
Bible is not a blind or mindless faith of bumper stickers and mottos plastered on 
posters of flowers and kittens. The faith we find in the Bible and particularly the 
wisdom literature is one that has the courage to wrestle with some of life’s most 
difficult questions.   

v Why is there so much evil in the world?  

v Why do the righteous suffer?  

v Why does it seem like God is often so distant and unreachable?  

As we’ll see the writer of Ecclesiastes will ask some of the most difficult questions 
about life.  

 

Life under the Sun 

I’ve entitled this series “Life Under the Sun.” This phrase “under the sun” occurs 29 
times in Ecclesiastes. “Life under the sun” is not life as it’s supposed to be, not life 
as we expect it, but life as we actually experience it—with all of its messiness and 
contradictions.  

v “Is God really in control of everything?” At times it sure doesn’t seem like it.  

v “Is there really a purpose to everything?” If there is, I can’t figure what that 
purpose is half the time.  

v “Are the righteous really blessed by God while the wicked are punished?” 
You could’ve fooled me.  

This is life under the sun. Many think that this phrase “under the sun” means 
looking at life from a secular viewpoint, if we didn’t believe that there was a God. 
But that makes it seem like once you become a Christian—once you believe in 
God—you no longer struggle with these questions—as if faith instantly clears up all 
this messiness of life. But the truth is that even as Christians we can identify with 
Solomon’s struggle with life “under the sun.” Even as Christians much of life as we 
experience it “under the sun” is a mystery, and God’s ways remain hidden to us.   

C. S. Lewis was arguably the greatest defender of Christianity in the last generation. 
People had grown accustomed to the powerful arguments that he made defending 
the faith in books like Mere Christianity. But in 1960 Lewis lost his wife Joy 
Davidman to cancer and the following year he published A Grief Observed which 
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chronicled the deep grief he experienced. He spoke with an honesty and pain that 
disturbed many of his most devoted followers.  

C. S. Lewis, Who still thinks there is some device (if only he could find it) 
which will make pain not to be pain. It doesn’t really matter whether you grip 
the arms of the dentist’s chair or let your hands lie in your lap. The drill drills 
on. … Talk to me about the truth of religion and I’ll listen gladly. Talk to me 
about the duty of religion and I’ll listen submissively. But don’t come talking 
to me about the consolations of religion or I shall suspect that you don’t 
understand. … When you are happy, so happy that you have no sense of 
needing Him, so happy that you are tempted to feel His claims upon you as 
an interruption, if you remember yourself and turn to Him with gratitude and 
praise, you will be—or so it feels—welcomed with open arms. But go to Him 
when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do you 
find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting 
on the inside. After that, silence. You may as well turn away. The longer you 
wait, the more emphatic the silence will become. There are no lights in the 
windows. It might be an empty house. Was it ever inhabited? It seemed so 
once. And that seeming was as strong as this. What can this mean? Why is 
He so present a commander in our time of prosperity and so very absent a 
help in time of trouble? 

If Christianity is real and God is real, we can’t be afraid of honestly like this—
burying questions like these in our own hearts out of some misguided sense of 
politeness—of not wanting to offend God. Instead, God invites us to bring him our 
deepest pains, our most pressing questions so that we might gain a heart of wisdom 
and understanding.  

 

II. Nothing Lasts 

Q 

Vanity of Vanities! 

The first observation that the Preacher makes is that nothing lasts.  

Ecclesiastes 1:2, Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is 
vanity.  

The ESV uses the word, “vanity,” but it doesn’t quite capture the precise meaning 
of this word. The NIV translates this phrase as, “Meaningless! Meaningless! Utterly 
meaningless!” This word literally means “a vapor, a puff of air, or a breath.” A good 
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way to picture it is the breath that you see in the winter. One second it’s there and 
in the next instant it disappears.  

Psalm 39:5, Behold, you have made my days a few handbreadths, and my 
lifetime is as nothing before you. Surely all mankind stands as a mere breath! 

Life is a vapor not only because it’s so temporary, but because it’s meaning eludes 
our grasp. Trying to understand meaning in life is like trying to grab someone’s 
breath in wintertime. Grab all you want but when you open your fists they’re 
always empty. When you’re younger life seems so simple and straightforward, but 
the older you get the more complicated and confusing life becomes. We all have 
hopes and dreams for our lives, and we set goals according to them, which give us 
a sense of meaning and progress—to believe that there’s a greater purpose to 
everything. But life rarely plays out just like we think it will. How do we make 
sense of a world that often feels more random than meaningful? When things aren’t 
going according to our plans?   

 

Easily Forgotten 

Ecclesiastes 1:4, A generation goes, and a generation comes, but the earth 
remains forever.  

Ecclesiastes 1:11, There is no remembrance of former things, nor will there be 
any remembrance of later things yet to be among those who come after.  

None of us want to be forgotten when we die. We all hope that even after our life 
is over, somehow our name will be remembered. But the sad truth is that almost 
none of us will be remembered for very long by the living once we’re dead. In the 
Movie Shall We Dance? Susan Sarandon’s character comments on why we marry:  

We need a witness to our lives. There’s a billion people on the planet… I 
mean, what does any one life really mean? But in a marriage, you’re 
promising to care about everything. The good things, the bad things, the 
terrible things, the mundane things… all of it, all of the time, every day. 
You’re saying, “Your life will not go unnoticed because I will notice it. Your 
life will not go un-witnessed because I will be your witness.” 

The pain of a widow or widower isn’t just the loss of the their loved one, but also 
the loss of a witness to their own life—someone who was there to share their most 
treasured moments. There is a deep loneliness in being the last survivor of the most 
important moments in your life.  How long will you be remembered when you’re 
gone?  
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Ecclesiastes 1:3, What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under 
the sun?  

In light of how absurdly brief life is, the Preacher asks, “What’s the point in all the 
striving that we do? In the bigger perspective, what do we really gain?” In essence 
he is asking, “Is all this toil that we put ourselves through really worth it in the 
end?”  This is a dangerous question to ask, isn’t it? I think some of us are afraid to 
ask it because of what the answer might be.  

 

 

III. Nothing Is New 

Q 

Nothing New Under the Sun 

The second observation that the Teacher makes is that nothing is new under the 
sun.  

Ecclesiastes 1:5-9, The sun rises, and the sun goes down, and hastens to the 
place where it rises.  6  The wind blows to the south and goes around to the 
north; around and around goes the wind, and on its circuits the wind returns.  
7  All streams run to the sea, but the sea is not full; to the place where the 
streams flow, there they flow again.  8  All things are full of weariness; a man 
cannot utter it; the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with 
hearing.  9  What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what 
will be done, and there is nothing new under the sun.  

The Teacher has a nagging sense that as much as things seem to change, in truth 
everything stays the same. Now that I’m in my 40s it’s interesting to see how 
cyclical everything is. Storylines from the most popular new TV shows are just 
recycled from older shows that no one remembers any more. Fashions that were 
popular in the 70s and 80s have suddenly become cool again. The truth is that the 
older you get, the harder it is to get excited about things—to not be jaded—
because nothing seems new anymore. Everything seems rehashed.  

For all our advances in science and technology, how much has all this really 
improved our lives in the deepest sense? Are we really any happier, more content, 
more filled with peace than those who’ve come before us? It’s striking that despite 
how much knowledge we’ve gained in so many fields of study, we’ve made so 
little progress when it comes to the core problems of the human condition.  
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No Progress in Our Own Lives 

Let me bring it down to a more personal level. When you’re younger everything 
seems new and fresh. Everything is exciting—a new discovery of something you 
never knew before. As you’re growing up, it always feels like your life is always 
moving forward—that there’s always progress. As a student you’re always looking 
ahead to the next grade, and then eventually to colleges, and then career, and then 
marriage and family. Life is all about the possibilities of what could be—what you 
hope will be. All your dreams are still ahead for you, and life just seems like one 
big, open-ended adventure for you to tackle.  

v Who will you marry?  

v What will your kids be like?  

v Where will you live?  

v What will you do for a living?  

The world’s your oyster. But as you get deeper into adult life, that sense of 
excitement and progress can often give way to a sense of disappointment and 
despair.  

v Will I ever be married?  

v Will I ever have the courage to walk away from this dead end job? If I do, 
will I really find anything better?  

v Is this the best my marriage is going to get?  

v Are my children going to do OK for themselves out there in the world? Are 
they going to break my heart one day?  

v Am I ever going to change and be the person that I want so desperately to 
be?  

v Am I ever going to overcome these habits that are destroying me?  

There may be a lot of aspects of our current life that we’re not satisfied with, but 
what keeps us going is the hope that tomorrow will be a better day—that our life is 
going to get better. It’s the pursuit of that hope that keeps us hungry, that keeps us 
going.  But what do you do when you’re not so sure about tomorrow anymore? 
When you start losing hope that things will get better?  
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IV. The Search for Fulfilment 

Q 

The Search 

The documentary I Am was produced by a very successful Hollywood movie 
director named Tom Shadyack, who went through a powerful life-altering 
experience. In one moment Shadyack felt like he was on top of the world, but in 
the next he wasn’t sure if he wanted to live anymore. Confronted by his own 
mortality, Shadyack began to ask questions of his life that he had never asked 
before. What’s the meaning of it all? How do you find true happiness? He had 
finally reached the fulfillment of his greatest dreams, but standing on that 
mountaintop, he began to wonder if he had been living for all the wrong dreams. In 
the same way, the Preacher is on a quest to discover life’s purpose.  He will leave 
no stone unturned until he finds an answer that will satisfy his heart.  

 

Wisdom 

The Preacher quest begins with wisdom.   

Ecclesiastes 1:16-18, I said in my heart, “I have acquired great wisdom, 
surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before me, and my heart has had 
great experience of wisdom and knowledge.” 17 And I applied my heart to 
know wisdom and to know madness and folly. I perceived that this also is but 
a striving after wind.  18  For in much wisdom is much vexation,  and he who 
increases knowledge increases sorrow.  

The Preacher thought that he could find the answer to the meaning of life by 
gaining more wisdom. Maybe by studying and learning more of how the world 
works, he could find some comfort and peace in the answers he discovered. But 
instead the opposite happens: the more wisdom he gains, the more troubled and 
depressed he becomes. In other words, the Preacher discovered the limitations of 
wisdom by itself. What good does it do to have all kinds of deep insight and 
understanding about the problems of our world if you can’t do anything about it? 
The Preacher doesn’t go so far, though, to say that wisdom doesn’t matter, because 
later in Ecclesiastes 2:13-17 he says…  

Ecclesiastes 2:13-14a, Then I saw that there is more gain in wisdom than in 
folly, as there is more gain in light than in darkness. 14 The wise person has 
his eyes in his head, but the fool walks in darkness.  
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It’s better to be a wise person walking in the light than to be a fool walking in 
darkness. Ignorance is not a virtue. But then right after that he goes on to say… 

Ecclesiastes 2:14b-17, And yet I perceived that the same event happens to all 
of them. 15 Then I said in my heart, “What happens to the fool will happen 
to me also. Why then have I been so very wise?” And I said in my heart that 
this also is vanity. 16 For of the wise as of the fool there is no enduring 
remembrance, seeing that in the days to come all will have been long 
forgotten. How the wise dies just like the fool! 17 So I hated life, because what 
is done under the sun was grievous to me, for all is vanity and a striving after 
wind. 

Wisdom is good but it is limited in what it can do for us. The meteor you predicted 
would hit the earth is going to kill you along with the guy standing right next to you 
who still thinks the world is flat. In other words, world is often indiscriminate in its 
brutality, and wisdom can’t do much about it. Wisdom alone doesn’t save the day. 
In fact, it often makes the harshness of life even more painful.  

 

Pleasure 

Recognizing the limitations of wisdom, the Preacher turns next to the world of 
pleasure…  

Ecclesiastes 2:1-8, 10-11, I said in my heart, “Come now, I will test you with 
pleasure; enjoy yourself.” But behold, this also was vanity. 2 I said of 
laughter, “It is mad,” and of pleasure, “What use is it?” 3 I searched with my 
heart how to cheer my body with wine—my heart still guiding me with 
wisdom—and how to lay hold on folly, till I might see what was good for the 
children of man to do under heaven during the few days of their life. 4 I made 
great works. I built houses and planted vineyards for myself. 5 I made myself 
gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees. 6 I made 
myself pools from which to water the forest of growing trees. 7 I bought male 
and female slaves, and had slaves who were born in my house. I had also 
great possessions of herds and flocks, more than any who had been before me 
in Jerusalem. 8 I also gathered for myself silver and gold and the treasure of 
kings and provinces. I got singers, both men and women, and many 
concubines, the delight of the children of man.  … 10 And whatever my eyes 
desired I did not keep from them. I kept my heart from no pleasure, for my 
heart found pleasure in all my toil, and this was my reward for all my toil. 11 
Then I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had expended in 
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doing it, and behold, all was vanity and a striving after wind, and there was 
nothing to be gained under the sun. 

From humor to alcohol to projects and hobbies to acquiring enormous wealth to 
sex—he indulged in every pleasure that he could imagine to try to fill this 
emptiness in his heart. You can detect the sense of entitlement that accompanied 
this pursuit of pleasure, feeling that he deserved these things as a reward for 
earning everything that he had achieved with his life. But his conclusion was that 
even these pleasures couldn’t provide ultimate meaning in his life.  

Once while traveling through some very remote villages in Ethiopia, I found myself 
on a rainy evening at a farmer’s hut. A young boy was sitting inside the hut 
shivering with a blanket wrapped around him to keep warm, with a single dim 
kerosene lantern as light. I’m not sure why this thought popped into my head at 
that time, but I remember thinking, “Would a life like this be worth living?” They 
had no electricity, no flush toilets, no refrigeration, no Internet, no television, no 
shopping malls, restaurants, or movie theaters. I don’t know if we can honestly 
acknowledge how much we rely on these modern amusements and pleasures for 
our happiness.  

But at the same time, I think we can also identify with the Preacher’s frustration 
with pleasure. There’s always an initial excitement and enjoyment to every 
pleasure, but we all know that over time the enjoyment never lasts. Have you ever 
gone on a television binge, watching an entire television series season in a few 
days? Do you know that gross feeling of regret when you’ve overdosed 
entertainment like that? The problem is that instead of waking us up to the deeper 
problem of drowning ourselves in pleasure, we just redirect our attention to some 
other form of entertainment, whether it’s a video game or social media or sports. 
And not unlike Solomon, we just keep exchanging one pleasure for another as 
boredom and emptiness keeps creeping back in. The problem is that in America we 
have so many options to juggle around that we can avoid the real problem for a 
really long time. But true wisdom is to understand that worldly pleasures never 
provide lasting enjoyment.  

 

Work 

Lastly, the Preacher tries to find life’s meaning in work.  

Ecclesiastes 2:18-23, I hated all my toil in which I toil under the sun, seeing 
that I must leave it to the man who will come after me, 19 and who knows 
whether he will be wise or a fool? Yet he will be master of all for which I 
toiled and used my wisdom under the sun. This also is vanity. 20 So I turned 
about and gave my heart up to despair over all the toil of my labors under the 
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sun, 21 because sometimes a person who has toiled with wisdom and 
knowledge and skill must leave everything to be enjoyed by someone who did 
not toil for it. This also is vanity and a great evil. 22 What has a man from all 
the toil and striving of heart with which he toils beneath the sun? 23 For all 
his days are full of sorrow, and his work is a vexation. Even in the night his 
heart does not rest. This also is vanity. 

But in the eternal perspective even this seemed pointless to him. You work and 
work and work yourself to death, always dreaming about retirement. But when 
you’re finally able to retire, most of your life is already over and you’re too old to 
do many of the things that you dreamed of doing when you were younger. What is 
the point is working so hard to make something of yourself and earning wealth just 
to hand it all over to your kids, who not having worked for it may just blow it all 
away on foolish and extravagant living?  

 

 

V. Living in the Moment 

Q 

Putting God in the Center 

Wisdom, pleasure, work … none of them have provided the Preacher the 
fulfillment that he seeks. They’ve only led to unfulfilled promises and greater pain. 
But his conclusion after all this seeking may come as a bit of a surprise to you… 

Ecclesiastes 2:24-25, There is nothing better for a person than that he should 
eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand 
of God,  25 for apart from him  who can eat or who can have enjoyment?   

It’s easy to read these words as a cynical and fatalistic motto: “Eat, drink, and be 
merry, because tomorrow we all die.” But that’s not what the Preacher is saying. It 
can also sound like he is contradicting his earlier view of pleasure. Didn’t he just 
rant on and on about how pointless the pursuit of pleasure was? So now, why does 
he seem like he’s doing a 180 and advocating it? If you read his words more 
carefully, though, the Preacher is saying something quite different. The Preacher 
learned from his frustrating quest that ultimate meaning can’t be found in things 
like learning, work, or pleasure. The heart of his message is this: If you try to find 
ultimate meaning through wisdom, pleasure, or work, you’ll always be 
disappointed. But if you receive these things as God’s gifts you can enjoy them as 
he intended.  
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Without God we naturally turn these things into idols, trying to give them a 
significance in our lives which they can never do. But when we find God we 
realize that a relationship with him is the only thing that can give us true, lasting 
meaning and fulfillment in life. And once God is placed in the rightful center of our 
lives, then all these other things like wisdom, pleasure, and work can also find their 
proper place in our lives. We can enjoy them with thanksgiving without turning 
them into idols. That’s why the Preacher says, “apart from God who can eat or who 
can have enjoyment?”  

 

Enjoying Life’s Little Moments 

How do you know if you’re truly living with God in the center of your life? 
Whether learning, relaxing, or working, you are fully present, living in the moment. 
John Ortberg tells a story that illustrates well what I’m talking about… 

John Ortberg, Sometime ago I was giving a bath to our three children. I had a 
custom of bathing them together, more to save time than anything else. I 
knew that eventually I would have to stop the group bathing, but for the time 
being it seemed efficient.  

Johnny was still in the tub, Laura was out and safely in her pajamas, and I 
was trying to get Mallory dried off. Mallory was out of the water, but was 
doing what has come to be known in our family as the Dee Dah Day dance. 
This consists of her running around and around in circles, singing over and 
over again, “Dee dah day, dee dah day.” It is a relatively simple dance 
expressing great joy. When she is too happy to hold it in any longer, when 
words are inadequate to give voice to her euphoria, she has to dance to 
release her joy. So she does the Dee Dah Day.  

On this particular occasion, I was irritated. “Mallory, hurry!” I prodded. So 
she did—she began running in circles faster and faster and chanting “dee dah 
day” more rapidly. “No, Mallory, that’s not what I mean! Stop with the dee 
dah day stuff, and get over here so I can dry you off. Hurry!”  

Then she asked a profound question: “Why?” I had no answer.  

I had nowhere to go, nothing to do, no meetings to attend, no sermons to 
write. I was just so used to hurrying, so preoccupied with my own little 
agenda, so trapped in this rut of moving from one task to another, that here 
was life, here was joy, here was an invitation to the dance right in front of 
me—and I was missing it. 

Reflecting on this afterward, I realized that I tend to divide my minutes into 
two categories: living, and waiting to live. Most of my life is spent in transit: 
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trying to get somewhere, waiting to begin, driving someplace, standing in 
line, waiting for a meeting to end, trying to get a task completed, worrying 
about something bad that might happen, or being angry about something that 
did happen. These are all moments when I am not likely to be fully present, 
not to be aware of the voice and purpose of God. I am impatient. I am, 
almost literally, killing time. And that is just another way of saying I am 
killing myself. Drying off the kids was just something I was trying to get 
through. 

Can you relate with Ortberg’s confession? Whether you’re working or trying to 
relax, do you often find yourself distracted and unable to actually enjoy the 
moment? Enjoy any moment? I think there’s a lot of different reasons why we’re not 
fully present through most of our life, unable to enjoy the little moments of life.  

v Dissatisfaction. You always find something to complain about it—something 
that isn’t meeting your expectations—and as a result you’re never thankful 
for the things that are right in front of you.  

v Problem-solving. You’re always trying to fix everything, feeling the pressure 
to right every wrong and solve every problem, unable to trust God to do his 
part.  

v Worry. You’re always waiting for the other shoe to drop, anticipating the 
worst, afraid of what’s waiting around the corner, so that you can never fully 
enjoy the present.  

When God is not at the center, it doesn’t matter what you’re doing, whether you’re 
on a date night with your spouse, or playing with your children, doing your daily 
devotions, or finishing up another busy work day—you are never fully there; you’re 
never fully present. Instead, you’re always distracted, you’re there in body but your 
heart is somewhere else, unable to enjoy the moment as a gift from God.  

 

God’s Promises 

But these are God’s promises to us… 

v Hebrews 13:5, Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content 
with what you have, because God has said, “Never will I leave you; never 
will I forsake you.” 

v 1 Peter 5:7, Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you. 

v Matthew 11:28, Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I 
will give you rest. 
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This is what it means to have a life centered on God—to claim his promises and 
trust his care over us, so that we can seize each moment with thanksgiving as a gift 
from God. Through our faith in God, we can enjoy the moments that God gives us, 
even if we cannot fully understand everything that is going on or control all the 
circumstances that surround us.  

Jeffrey Meyers, Do not be surprised to find yourself in a frustrating situation 
from which you cannot escape by means of controlling it. Not everything can 
be fixed! Not everything is a problem to be solved. Some things must be 
borne, must be suffered and endured. Wisdom does not teach us how to 
master the world. It does not give us techniques for programming life such 
that life becomes orderly and predictable. … Who knows why things happen? 
Often, trying to figure it out is simply chasing after the wind as if we can catch 
and contain it. One can only hope and believe. Rejoice in what God has given 
you to do and trust in him. This is the perspective of faith. … Christian 
wisdom advocates celebration, rejoicing, and enjoying what God has given 
for you to enjoy. Solomon’s advice is for you to cherish the small gifts that 
come your way from God. Man’s true lot in this world is not primarily 
understood in terms of hard work, but in joyous reception of the gifts of God. 
Approach life receptively; enjoy God’s gifts as they unfold. 

When you put your trust in God you can be fully present because you know that 
God is in control and that he is going to take care of you. You can seek truth 
without fear, because you worship a God who is infinitely wise and is not afraid of 
your questions or doubts. You can rejoice in your work because it is ultimately 
God that you’re serving, and not your boss, and your worth is not defined by how 
much you accomplish. You can be content and even thankful in difficult 
circumstances because you know that there is a greater purpose to everything that 
God allows in your life. You can enjoy life’s pleasures without allowing them to 
control you, because you’re heart has been won over by the only One who can 
give you lasting joy. 

 


