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How to Enjoy Your Work in an Uncertain World 
Eccl. 3:16-4:6 

Have you taken any time off yet this summer?  I love vacation.  I look forward it and I enjoy every minute of it.  And 

one of the things I enjoy most is the chance to think about work: what I want to accomplish in the coming year, or 

outlining the next sermon series; or looking for solutions to various problems.  I can’t wait for my vacation to begin 

and I can’t wait to get back to work.  Do you have the same love/hate relationship with your job?  I think that’s 

pretty normal.  We love our jobs and we hate our jobs at the same time.  The Bible says God created us to work 

and yet as a result of the fall, He told Adam that his work would be difficult and exhausting.  That’s why work is 

such a paradox; we can’t live with it and we can’t live without it.  We’re created to work yet we have to work in a 

fallen world which often makes work a real drag.  This morning I want to talk about how to enjoy your work in an 

uncertain world – because that’s Solomon’s topic in chapter 3:16-4:6. Ecclesiastes is one of the most puzzling 

books in the Bible.  Sometimes Solomon is Mr. Negative.  Life has no meaning and it’s better to die than to live.  

And we think, “This is in the Bible?” And then he’ll abruptly insist that we enjoy our life, our work and our family 

because these are all blessings from God.   Why does Solomon seem so bipolar in this book? He begins where 

many of the wise people of his day found themselves.  The perspective of much of Ecclesiastes mirrors the 

perspective of the Egyptian, Babylonian and Mesopotamian literature of that period. The more they observed life, 

the more pessimistic they became; and Solomon says, “I agree.  Life is absurd.  Evil does appear to win.”  But then 

Solomon adds, “…as long as we leave God out of the equation. Let me show you an alternative view; a perspective 

that takes God into account.”  Ecclesiastes contrasts life under the sun with life above the sun; seeing life from a 

secular perspective and seeing life from God’s perspective.  Solomon wants us to see life as it is to free us from the 

illusion that this world is all we need to satisfy us.  He wants us to realize that life won’t make sense as long as we 

leave God out; that we must look outside the world to make sense of the world.  In the first two chapters, Solomon 

looks at the futility of life under the sun and then in the first half of chapter 3, he contrasts that perspective with 

the purposefulness of life when we see it from God’s perspective.  Now in vs. 16 of chapter three, Solomon flips 

the tapestry back over and returns to life under the sun and the realities of working in an imperfect world.  How 

can we possibly enjoy the work God has given us to do in a world like this?  Solomon asks three questions in this 

passage. How Can I Enjoy My Work in an Unjust World? How Can I Enjoy My Work in an Oppressive World?  How 

Can I Enjoy My Work in a Competitive World? And then in the last two verses, he answers those questions.   

How Can I Enjoy My Work in an Unjust World?  This week I ask the guys in my small group if they had any personal 

experiences of the injustice in the work place and one of my friends shared this one.  He was working at that time 

for a well-known group of mutual funds and his department sent the buy and sell recommendations to the various 

fund managers.  One day, his manager told him they were eliminating his position and that he would need to find 

another position in the company, which shocked him since he was the highest performing analyst in the group.  

But he found another position in the company and months later, a friend of his who was a director in the HR 

department called him into his office and asked him if he had plagiarized the reports he had written in his former 

position.  He said, “Of course not,” and asked his friend why he asked.  His buddy in Human Resources told him 

that his former manager told company executives that he was plagiarizing his reports and that’s why they let him 

go; but rather than letting it become a big deal, his manager told him they were eliminating his position.  My friend 

said he got really angry when he heard this and his friend in HR said he was truly sorry and that he knew he 

wouldn't have done such a thing, but that there was nothing he could do about it now.  Months later my friend 



met his former manager’s boss and as they chatted, she mentioned his manager and he said how disappointed he 

was to have been let go by her.  She said he should have expected it. He was performing so well that his manager 

felt threatened, so they eliminated him. Yet nobody said anything or did anything to stop her.  Unfortunately my 

friend’s experience isn’t unique.  Look at Eccl 3:16 “Furthermore, I have seen under the sun {that} in the place of 

justice there is wickedness and in the place of righteousness there is wickedness.”  As Solomon looks at life is in this 

world, he sees the places we expect to find justice and righteousness are often where we find the most 

wickedness.  The institutions responsible to keep things fair and just often don’t because they’re often filled by 

corrupt and wicked officials. In the place we expect justice, there is wickedness.  In the courts, if you’re wealthy 

there’s a far better chance you’ll be acquitted than if you’re poor because of the quality of legal counsel you can 

afford.  If you’re a big business, you have a much better chance of prevailing in court than if you’re small simply 

because you have the resources to outlast your opponent.  If you can afford a lobby in congress, you can get laws 

enacted that put your business at an advantage and your competitor at a disadvantage.  If you’re an elected 

official, your ability to win and to hold on to your office depends far more on your ability to raise money from 

special interests than it does on your ability to govern.  And many companies are like my friend’s former firm: 

those responsible to keep things fair and honest often neglect that responsibility to protect their own interests.  

Something is wrong with the world when those who break the rules prosper, those who keep the rules lose out; 

and where it seems to pay to be wicked.  That kind of injustice absolutely kills any motivation to work hard in order 

to better oneself.  Why work hard when those in authority over you can take what you earn and nobody does 

anything about it?  

 As Solomon contemplates the problem of injustice, he answers it with the answer the Bible often gives. Eccl 3:17 
“I said to myself, "God will judge both the righteous man and the wicked man," for a time for every matter and for 
every deed is there.”  One day God will judge the righteous and the wicked and finally will make everything fair.  
We just don’t know when that time will be.  So why does God delay judgment?  Why does He allow wickedness in 
the place of righteousness and injustice in the place of justice?  Eccl 3:18 I said to myself concerning the sons of 
men, "God has surely tested them in order for them to see that they are but beasts."  God postpones the judgment 
of evil so that people can see what they really are; slaves of sin.  If every evil thing we did received its just 
punishment the instant we committed it; if each you lied, alarms went off and the world “liar” appeared on your 
forehead; if each time you exceeded the speed limit, your car engine stopped; or if each time you had a lustful or 
resentful thought, you felt a sharp pain in your kidney, the world would be a far better place because God would 
be controlling everybody’s behavior.  The problem would be, you could never know your true nature.  You would 
have the illusion that you were a righteous person and didn’t need a Savior.  But in a world where evil is not 
immediately judged, people find out what they really are and what they really want.  If I would sin if I knew for 
sure I could get away with it, I’m a sinner.  I love sin more than I love God.  Solomon says in Eccl. 8:11, “Because the 
sentence against an evil deed is not executed speedily, the human heart is fully set to do evil.”  The injustice of the 
world shows people they are beasts; that we are not righteous or highly evolved; but given the opportunity will do 
the most horrible things to each other.  Something is fundamentally wrong with us.  And Solomon supports his 
argument that people are beasts with the following verses. Eccl 3:19-21 “For the fate of the sons of men and the 
fate of beasts is the same. As one dies so dies the other; indeed, they all have the same breath and there is no 
advantage for man over beast, for all is vanity. All go to the same place. All came from the dust and all return to the 
dust. Who knows that the breath of man ascends upward and the breath of the beast descends downward to the 
earth?”  Solomon’s argument is that God allows injustice to rule this world to remind us that there is something 
fundamentally wrong with us; that in spite of our self-righteousness and high ideals, in the end, we die just like the 
animals.  When Adam and Eve sinned, God said, “From dust you came and to dust you will return.”  Death entered 
the world with sin because sin cuts us off from God, the source of life. And Solomon asks, “Who knows what 
happens to people or animals after they die? People want to believe in life after death, that their soul will go up 
into heaven, but Solomon says, “Who really knows that we will be any different than the animals after we die?”  
From the under the sun perspective, people seem as transitory and impermanent as any other living thing in this 
world.  Now remember, Solomon is expressing the secular perspective on life; life under the sun, life without God.  
We know from the rest of the Bible what happens to people when they die; that our souls are eternal and that 



depending on whether we have put our faith in Christ, the moment we die we either find ourselves rejoicing in 
heaven in the presence of Christ and His church or suffering in hell with the rest of the rebellion.  God created 
people to live forever and that’s why He sent His Son to rescue us from eternal night to live in eternal day.  That’s 
why Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in Me will live, even if He dies.”  But at this 
point, Solomon is looking at life under the sun and the world from a secular perspective.  
 
How can we enjoy our work in such an unfair world? Eccl 3:22 I have seen that nothing is better than that man 
should be happy in his work, for that is his lot. For who will bring him to see what will occur after him?  Once again, 
Solomon says that the best thing we can do in a world like this is to enjoy life as much as we can; and in this case, 
to enjoy our work because as he just observed, no one knows what will happen after we die.  Now at first glance, 
this advice doesn’t make sense.  Solomon just said the world is unjust and unfair.  What do we do?  Enjoy your 
work.  Remember, Solomon is describing what life looks like from a secular perspective when we leave God out of 
the picture; what life looks like under the sun; so that the reader is driven to see that life doesn’t make sense apart 
from God and that is where Solomon will end up in chapter 12.  And so he describes the need of the secular person 
to find joy and meaning in an apparently meaningless and unfair world and how the only way to find that joy and 
meaning is by taking a blind leap of faith.  Today many people believe that science has proven that the world is the 
product of blind chance and that people are nothing more than biological machines without souls or even minds 
but simply the result of physical processes.  But do they live that way?  Of course not; they believe they are 
valuable and their children are valuable and that there is significance to their lives.  How?  They take a leap of faith.  
They want to believe that. Not many people can live with the implications of life without God because they drive 
you inevitably to despair. I think that’s Solomon’s point and why he follows these glum observations of life with 
the statement, “I have found there is nothing better to do than to enjoy life.”  Of course, the believer in God faces 
the same challenge.  We are called to enjoy life as well in a fallen world and to do so we have to walk by faith that 
God has a plan and is working all things together for our ultimate good.  In order to enjoy life, every human has to 
walk by faith and not by sight.  The difference is that Christians have a basis for their faith; the gospel and the 
resurrection of Christ along with thousands of years of fulfilled prophecies and kept promises.  Those who live with 
the under the sun perspective can only make a blind leap, going against everything their reason tells them is true 
simply because they can’t live with what their reason tells them.   
 
Back to the subject of work; Solomon continues to make his case for why enjoying our work is so difficult.  First, it 
is difficult because we live in an unjust world. Second, because we live in an oppressive, dog-eat-dog world where 
the strong prey upon the weak and the law of the jungle rules.  Solomon now asks “How can I enjoy my work when 
the world is so oppressive?” Recently I watched a talk by Gary Haugen, the president of the International Justice 
Mission about the hidden reason for global poverty.  He shared a story about a Zambian woman named Venus who 
told him about watching the coals of their little kitchen fire grow cold, the last drop of oil being used, the end of 
their food and finally the death of her youngest son, Peter as he slowly starved to death.  Yet she said that her 
family was doing fine until her husband died.  Then Brutus came and their troubles began.  Brutus was their 
neighbor and the day after Venus’ husband died, Brutus forced them out of their home, took their land and their 
stall at the market, throwing them into poverty.   And there was no one to help them.  Today 2 billion people live 
on less than $2/day, in spite of the fact that billions of dollars are spent on the relief of world poverty.  Why?  
Brutus.  The United Nation estimates that four billion people live outside the protection of law.  Four billion people 
can’t dial 911 and have someone arrive to help them in ten minutes or less.   Four billion people live under the 
plague of violence and sexual assault and police brutality because there is no public justice system or the system is 
dysfunctional or corrupt.  Today more people die from everyday violence in their community than from disease 
and war combined.  Today more people enslaved than at any time in history.  And it’s not that there are no laws.  
It’s that there is no one to enforce those laws.  This is not a new problem.  Proverbs 13:23 says “Abundant food is 
in the fallow ground of the poor, (the problem of poverty is due to a lack of resources) But it is swept away by 
injustice.” More than financial help, the poor of the world need justice; someone to protect their rights as human 
beings; and that’s why Solomon writes, Eccl 4:1 Then I looked again at all the acts of oppression which were being 
done under the sun. And behold {I saw} the tears of the oppressed and {that} they had no one to comfort {them;} 
and on the side of their oppressors was power, but they had no one to comfort {them.}”  Oppression in the Bible 
refers to cheating one’s neighbor, defrauding him, stealing what belongs to him.  Oppression is accumulating 
things without regard to the needs and rights of others.  And because of the oppression of the strong, the weak 



live miserable lives.  They are sad with no one to come alongside them and comfort them or help them.  They are 
forgotten because they don’t have the power their oppressors have. This is the way of the world.  It was like this in 
Solomon’s day and it is like this today because human nature is unchanged.  Look at Solomon’s conclusion. Eccl 
4:2-3 “So I congratulated the dead who are already dead more than the living who are still living. But better {off} 
than both of them is the one who has never existed, who has never seen the evil activity that is done under the 
sun.” The misery of people who are oppressed, robbed and enslaved by the powerful without anyone lifting a 
finger to help them disgusts Solomon so much that he concludes it is better to be dead – even if we don’t know 
what happens to the dead – than to live in such a world; and even better, to never have been born than to have to 
live in such an evil world.  But earlier in chapter 3, Solomon talked about God’s wonderful plan for our life.  Now he 
says it’s better to never have been born than to live in a world like this.  Solomon keeps asking questions, keeps 
pushing us toward the conclusion that as long as we leave God out and see life as it is under the sun, we will be 
driven to despair.   
 
Now in verses 4-6, Solomon mentions another evil he observes in the world; competition and envy and asks the 
question, how can I enjoy my work in a competitive world? I remember attending a meeting of pastors once and 
after the meeting, one of the guys leans over says, “The thing I hate about these meetings is that everybody is so 
competitive.  I mean, nobody opens up about what is really going on in their lives or in their church.  Everybody is 
just trying to impress everybody else.”  Now I know what you’re thinking, “Pastors are competitive? I thought you 
pastors were motivated by your love for God and for people.”  Well, we should be. Just like those of you in 
business should be motivated by a desire to serve your customers.  And you engineers and architects should be 
motivated by a commitment to excellence in everything you design.  And you contractors should be motivated to 
build the best building you’re capable of.  And you artists and musicians should be motivated by your art.  And you 
parents should be motivated by your children’s welfare.  But the fact is, as Solomon accurately observes, it is 
competition which motivates most human endeavors.  Much of the work we do and the skills we master and the 
things we accomplish are motivated not by a love of the work itself but by a restless need to be better at it than 
somebody else.  Isn’t that why we constantly compare ourselves with others?  We compare salaries, market 
shares, performance reviews; we even compare our children.  When we don’t have any competition, we become 
lazy and complacent; and when we do, we stress out.  And when somebody is doing better than we are, we lose 
our motivation to work.  Eccl 4:4  I have seen that every labor and every skill which is done is {the result of} rivalry 
between a man and his neighbor. This too is vanity and striving after wind.”  What motivates hard work and 
achievement?  Is it the desire to serve others as well as we can or to be the best we are capable of being?  
Solomon says, “No, the thing that motivates us to work is competition; to be the better than others.  People really 
don’t want things, they want to be admired for the things they have.  It’s not keeping up with the Joneses, it’s 
being better than the Joneses: living in a better house, driving a better car; sending your kids to better schools.  It’s 
only a rat race if there’s a winner.  Envy drives our work.  We aren’t happy until we’re better, until we make more 
money, get more attention, and are recognized as the best at what we do.  Leviticus 19:18 commands us to love 
our neighbor as our self but envy wants to dominate our neighbor, crush our neighbor, have more than our 
neighbor.  Nothing personal, it’s just business.  Solomon says this also is vanity and striving after wind.  Competing 
with others is like trying to hold the wind in your hand.  It is futile and offers no lasting satisfaction.  You might win 
today but there is always tomorrow. Envy sucks the joy of work right out of us.  
 
How can people enjoy their work in such a competitive, dog-eat-dog world? Solomon presents three alternatives in 
vs. 5-6.  Since people worked with their hands in his day, each alternative focuses on the hand.  Alternative one: 
drop out of the rat race. Eccl 4:5; “The fool folds his hands and consumes his own flesh.” Those who fold their 
hands can’t use their hands to work.  These people opt out of the workforce.  They decide that work is too painful 
and the best option is to not even try – which leads to poverty and consuming everything they have, living day to 
day.  Proverbs 6:10-11 warns, “A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest and poverty will 
come upon you like a robber and want like an armed warrior.”  That culture didn’t provide the safety nets which 
our culture provides those who refuse to work and so a refusal to work could be fatal.  When people refuse to 
work, they end up eating themselves, eating up their savings and then depending on the charity of others.   Does 
the Bible teach that people are poor because they have chosen to opt out of work?  Not in every case.  Some 
people are poor because of injustice as we saw earlier.  Some people are poor because of misfortune; like widows 
and orphans.  But some people are poor because they refuse to work; and those people make it difficult for 



Christians who want to help the legitimately poor because we don’t know if we’re helping or enabling.   The Bible 
is clear on this.  God created us to work and there can be no success without hard work.  Prov. 10:4 says, “Poor is 
he who works with a negligent hand but the hand of the diligent makes rich.”  Prov. 13:4: “The soul of the sluggard 
craves and gets nothing but the soul of the diligent is made fat.”  We may not want a fat body but we definitely 
want a fat soul; a satisfied soul and work is crucial for satisfaction. Proverbs 19:5, “Laziness (or “folding our hands” 
as Solomon puts in) casts into a deep sleep and an idle man will suffer hunger.”  Prov. 20:13: Do not love sleep, lest 
you become poor.  Open your eyes and you will be satisfied with food.”  So because working in this world is 
painful, some people opt out.  And if they don’t opt out physically, many opt out emotionally.  They work but they 
don’t put their heart into it; just going through the motions and doing just enough to avoid getting fired.   
 
The first alternative is the no hands option; folding your hands and opting out of work.  The second alternative is 
the both hands option: grabbing as much as we can by working as hard as you can: and at first glance, that seems 
like the best option, because as we all know, more is better than less.  Bigger is better.  An Escalade is better than a 
Ford Probe.  4 bedrooms, 2 baths is better than 2 bedrooms and one bath.  A vacation in Hawaii is better than one 
in Barstow.  I read recently that the people in the U.S. work more than people in any other industrialized nation.  In 
this country, 86 percent of males and 67 percent of females work more than 40 hours per week. According to 
the International Labor Organization, “Americans work 137 more hours per year than Japanese workers, 260 more 
hours per year than British workers, and 499 more hours per year than French workers.”  Now there’s nothing 
wrong with hard work.  The Bible tells us to work hard. The issue is why are we working so hard?  Solomon just told 
us that it is out of rivalry and competition; even though it’s a rat race, we want to come in first.  We’re afraid of 
somebody doing better than we are, getting more recognition, being paid more.  And Solomon says in vs. 4 that it’s 
all vanity and striving after wind; and that’s why he adds now in vs. 6, “One hand full of rest is better than two fists 
full of labor and striving after wind.“  So here’s Solomon’s third alternative to how to work in a fallen sinful world.  
The answer isn’t to fold my hands in idleness, nor is it to fill both hands with labor and work even harder.  The best 
way to work in the world in which we lives is the middle way; to live a balanced life, with one hand full of work and 
the other full of rest and relaxation; work hard but rest regularly.  Life is a marathon, not a sprint.  We have to keep 
running but we also need to stop and rest along the way.  Work is a gift from God; like food.  But too much food 
isn’t good for us and neither is too much work.   Find a healthy balance between work and rest.  Look, some of us 
need to work harder.  We need to ask, “Am I as diligent and as focused as I could be on my job?  Am I serving my 
boss as I would serve Christ? - because Jesus is our real boss.  If you hate your job, it may be because you’re not 
really putting your heart into it.  Paul writes in Col. 3:23-24 “Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the 
Lord rather than for men, knowing that it is from the Lord that you will receive the reward of the inheritance.  It is 
the Lord Christ whom you serve.”  And some of us need to rest more.  Some of us need to schedule time to relax: 
read a book, go for walk or pursue a hobby. I’ve discovered in swimming that while I can swim as fast and as hard 
as I could when I was younger, it takes me longer to recover now that I’m older.  And the same thing is true in my 
work.  I am far more productive, focused and diligent now than I’ve ever been in my life – if I take time to rest.  But 
if I don’t take that time, I hit the wall a lot sooner than I used to.  Solomon says that to enjoy your work under the 
sun, don’t choose two hands full of rest or two hands full of work but one hand full of hard work and one had of 
rest. 
 
Of course that’s easier said than done. Many people are unable to rest, unable to stop, without feeling guilty or 
restless or bored.  Why?  It is actually a spiritual problem.  Look at Hebrews 4. “Therefore, let us fear if, while a 
promise remains of entering His rest, any one of you may seem to have come short of it. For indeed we have had 
good news preached to us, just as they also; but the word they heard did not profit them, because it was not united 
by faith in those who heard…For the one who has entered His rest has himself also rested from his works, as God 
did from His. (Heb. 4:1-2, 10) The fourth of the 10 commandments is to remember the Sabbath day and to keep it 
holy by resting and not doing any work, because on the seventh day of the week, God rested from His work of 
creation.   Israel was to work six days and then rest on the seventh.   The command to keep the Sabbath isn’t found 
in the New Testament because like the sacrifices and offerings of the Old Testament, the Sabbath was simply a 
picture of what Christ would bring; a permanent resting from our own efforts to justify ourselves before God and 
instead, trusting in the work Christ has done for us.  That’s why vs. 10 says, “For the one who has entered His rest 
has himself also rested from his works, as God did from His.”  God’s rest is a picture of salvation which we enter by 
faith in Christ.  You become a Christian when you realize that you can never do enough to make yourself right with 
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God and that we’re not saved by what we do but by what Christ has done.  We’re saved when we stop working 
and begin resting.  Jesus has saved me by His death and resurrection and there is nothing I can add.  I could not be 
more righteous in God’s sight because He has clothed me with Christ’s righteousness.  There is nothing I can do to 
improve God’s opinion of me or my standing with God.  Christ has done it for me.  I cannot be more loved, more 
valued, more important to God than I am in Christ; and so faith stops trying and begins trusting.  That’s why the 
author of the letter to the Hebrews was worried about some of the people in the church who were trying to justify 
themselves; trying to earn their way to God rather than resting in what Christ had already paid for them.  They just 
haven’t figured out yet that Jesus has done everything necessary.  “Therefore, let us fear if, while a promise 
remains of entering His rest, any one of you may seem to have come short of it. For indeed we have had good news 
preached to us, just as they also; but the word they heard did not profit them, because it was not united by faith in 
those who heard.”  Some of the people in the church of the Hebrews acted like Christians and talked like Christians 
but had never really believed the good news about what Jesus has accomplished for them.  They have yet to enter 
His rest.    The same thing happens today.  Even as Christians, we can be unclear on all the implications of the good 
news of what Christ has accomplished for us. One day I will no longer be senior pastor here.  Someone younger will 
take my place and that’s how it should be.  But I’ve noticed that a lot of people have trouble with retirement 
because their identity is in their work or in the position they hold.  Who am I if I’m no longer the pastor of 
Creekside?  Well, my identity isn’t wrapped up in my position.  Jesus told His disciples not to rejoice that the 
demons were subject to them but to rejoice that their names were written in heaven.  He said, “Don’t find your 
identity in what you do but in whose you are and what has been done for you.  Find your identify in the fact that 
God loves you and has already given you everything He has to give when He gave you Me.”  Christianity is not, “Do 
this so that you can become this.”  Christianity is “Here is who you are by the grace of God.  Just live like it.”   I 
don’t have anything to prove.  Jesus has already proven that I am valuable, that I am loved.   And the Christian life 
is simply responding to what God says about me, responding to all He has given to me and finding my joy in my 
relationship with Him so that I am equally happy as a busy pastor or as an elderly invalid because what I’m doing 
doesn’t change my identity at all.  I belong to Jesus, Jesus belongs to me, and this is simply the next step in His 
purpose for me.  I’m not trying to prove anything; I’m simply resting in what He’s already proven.  What motivates 
us to work will ultimately determine whether work is a joy or an unbearable burden to continually prove that 
we’re valuable people, that we matter, that we’re better than our competitors.  That’s the real reason most people 
choose the two hands full of work option; they have to prove to themselves or to others that they’re special, that 
they’re competent, that they’re the best at what they do - and they have to prove every day all over again.  That’s 
why they can’t rest because they aren’t at rest within.  The person who rests in Christ works for a different reason: 
not to be loved or admired or to prove anything, but because she is loved.  Jesus has given her everything she 
needs and she serves Him out of gratitude and love; not to get something.  She works hard because she loves Him 
and wants to please Him and wants to experience more of Him; but because she’s not working to prove 
something, she also is able to rest.   
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