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I’m sure you know that since the 1960s, there’s been a growing trend in America toward people isolating 

themselves.  The percentage of people who volunteer in political campaigns - stuffing envelopes, making phone 

calls, going door to door - is about half what it was in the late 1960’s.  Membership in local clubs and organizations, 

like the PTA, the Shriners, Rotary, and professional organizations has dropped by about half since the 1960’s as has 

church attendance.  People visit one another less frequently, have friends over for dinner less frequently and get 

together to play cards or go on a picnic less frequently. Every objective measure of people participating in 

community and civic life has been on a steady decline in America over the past 50 years.   I don’t know how it is in 

your neighborhood but most people in mine don’t know more than a couple of their neighbors – and even those 

they don’t know very well. People who move to America from other countries often complain about how 

superficial friendships in America are; how what we call friends they would call acquaintances.  We value our 

privacy and our independence so much that we have a hard time really letting people into our lives or committing 

ourselves to real friendship – which may be why fully one quarter of Americans say they have no one with whom 

they could discuss personal troubles.   We are an increasingly isolated culture, yet both sociologists and physicians 

point out how our friendships and our sense of community are the most powerful predictor of both life satisfaction 

and physical health .  In fact, the single most determinative factor in longevity is not diet or exercise, but 

relationships.  If you smoke and don’t belong to any groups, it's a close call as to which of the two is the riskier 

behavior.   This trend shouldn’t surprise us.  For years now, our culture has told us that we’re unique and special 

and need to be true to ourselves; regardless of how our decisions affect anybody else, that “I’ve got to be me.”  

And as the number of people who have bought into this radical individualism has grown over the years, the less 

connected our society has become.  Face it, making and keeping friends is a lot of work.  And because everybody 

feels pressed for time today, a lot of us treat friendships as luxuries instead of as necessities.  “Sure, I’d like to have 

more friends but I’m so busy, I just don’t have room for any more people in my life.”  Yet the Old Testament book 

of Ecclesiastes warns us about the dangers of isolating ourselves and that’s what I’d like to look at this morning.  

Ecclesiastes contrasts life under the sun with life above the sun; seeing life from a secular perspective which 

ignores God and seeing life from God’s perspective.  Solomon wants 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.  So Solomon is looking at the realities of living in a very 

imperfect world.  Last week we saw the challenges of working in this world and now Solomon talks about the 

dangers of trying to go it alone in this world. There’s an old Czech proverb, “Protect yourself not with fences but 

with friendships,” and that’s Solomon’s point in vs. 7-16 of chapter 4.  Relationships are absolutely vital for life in 

this world because isolation can be fatal.  In vs. 7-16, Solomon gives us a rhetorical sandwich; two illustrations with 

the point of the stories stuck between them.  We’ll look at the story of the Wealthy Loner and then at the lessons 

we’re supposed to draw from the story; which are also supported by Solomon’s second story about a foolish king.   

 “Then I looked again at vanity under the sun. (Here are some more illustrations of the purposelessness of life 

when we look at life from the under the sun perspective.) There was a certain man without a dependent, (alone in 

the world) having neither a son nor a brother,(no one from his own generation nor from the next;) yet there was 

no end to all his labor (here’s a man working for no one but himself.  In fact, he has cut himself off from all 

relationships in his pursuit of wealth.)  Indeed, his eyes were not satisfied with riches {and he never asked,} "And for 



whom am I laboring and depriving myself of pleasure?" (This loner’s lust for wealth is insatiable.  He can never get 

enough, yet he never asks himself, “Why?  What’s the end game?  Who am I doing all this for?  He doesn’t have 

time for people.  He’s too busy accumulating money - yet for what?   All his riches and success can’t satisfy him 

because he has no one to share them with.  We weren’t created to be successful for ourselves; we were created 

for relationships; and success is meaningless unless it is shared.  Yet this man never asks himself, “Why do I work 

so hard?” Or more importantly, “For whom am I working so hard?  Why am I depriving myself of the joys of normal 

life?”  If the answer is only me, then success and accumulation are meaningless.  Success has to be shared to be 

enjoyed.  I remember reading about a forty six year old executive in charge of a successful, growing business who 

fell asleep behind the wheel as he drove home late after work one night, crashed and died, leaving his wife and 

young family behind. His widow said that he was coming home from another of his innumerable late night 

meetings at the office.  She was asked what she thought the company would do now without him.  Her answer was 

revealing. “They will learn to live without him as I had to learn to live without him so many years ago.”  Now, if we 

were able to interview that former husband and dad, do you think he’d say he wished he had spent more time at 

the office?  I think he would say that if he could have a do-over, he would spend far more time with his family; that 

in his pursuit of success, he wasted his life.  Success didn’t satisfy him, it killed him because he forgot about who he 

was being successful for. That’s why Solomon says, “This too is vanity and it is a grievous task.” (vs. 7-8)  That’s the 

problem with selfish individualism.  It ultimately robs us of the satisfaction we seek because we end up alone.  You 

can be successful by focusing only on success.  In fact, in this world if you are able to ignore relationships, neglect 

your family, step over people on your way to the top and make your personal success more important than any 

relationship, it will give you a competitive advantage over those who do care about people.  But like the guy in the 

story, what will you have when you reach your goal - a big house to live in by yourself?  Maybe that’s why wealthy 

people have a far higher rate of suicide than the general population.  They are rich in possessions but poor in 

relationships.  Wealth used selfishly can never satisfy us because God gives wealth to share with others.  Isn’t that 

what Jesus meant when He said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” 

Now in vs. 9-12, Solomon explains why isolating ourselves makes success and accomplishment unsatisfying and the 

lesson we’re supposed to learn from the story of the wealthy loner.  “Two are better than one because...”  

Everything Solomon writes in vs. 9-12 is based on this single truth.  Two are better than one.  We are stronger 

together than we are alone; more effective together than we are alone and healthier together than we are alone – 

because “Two are better than one” is a fundamental law of Creation.  You may remember that when God created 

the world, He declared everything He created as good - with one exception.  After He created man, He said, “It is 

not good that man should live alone.”  Man was God’s greatest creation, created in God’s own image.  Yet as God 

looks at this mirror of Himself, He says, “It is not good that the man should be alone.  I will make a helper for him.”  

The Hebrew word for helper literally means one who answers back: one who complements a companion.  Now 

when God says, “It is not good.” the implication is that creation would have been imperfect if a companion wasn’t 

created for Adam. Remember, Adam lived in the perfect environment where all of his needs, his wants, and his 

desires were met.  Adam had a perfect relationship with God.  Sin had not yet entered the world and so Adam 

enjoyed a face to face relationship with his Creator.  Yet God still says, “It is not good that the man should be 

alone.”  Something is still lacking for Adam’s health and happiness; another human being.  We were created for 

relationships because God is an eternal relationship between Father, Son and Holy Spirit; and we are created in His 

image - which means that relationships with other people are at the very core of who we are and how God has 

designed us.  That’s why God said that before there was sin, before our relationship with our Creator was severed, 

before the rest of Creation was corrupted, Adam could not be fully happy - indeed, fully human - even in Paradise, 

without a companion.  It was not good for the man to be alone in Paradise, and it’s not good for people to be alone 

on this corrupt and fallen planet.  God made us for relationships; a relationship with Him and a relationship with 

one another.  That’s why Jesus said that all the commands of the Bible can be summarized in two: love God and 



love your neighbor as yourself.  That’s why two are always better than one.  That’s how God created us to function 

together and that’s the main point of this passage in Ecclesiastes.  Now, let’s look at the reasons Solomon gives 

why two are better than one.  

1. Greater productivity. “Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor.”  Why are two 

better than one?  First,  we can accomplish more together than we can alone.  That’s what Solomon means by 

“they have a good return for their labor.”  Years ago, we remodeled our house and to save money, I acted as the 

general contractor and we did as much of the work ourselves as we could.  The project took much longer than we 

had planned.  We moved out to Walnut Creek and lived with Laurie’s mom and dad who graciously took us and our 

two babies in.  And every night after work and every weekend, I was working on the house.  There were a lot of 

days I lost hope.  I just seemed to be making so little progress.  But then, friends would come over, and we would 

get so much accomplished in such a short time that I regained hope and was able to keep on going.  God’s great 

gift to me at this time was my friend, Bob Knight.  Bob and I did the plumbing and the electrical together and Bob 

kept me sane.  I’d be working by myself and run into some problem that I had no idea how to solve and I’d despair.  

“We’re never going to finish this house.  We’ll be living with our in-laws for the rest of our lives.  But then Bob 

would drive up in his little Honda Civic with his dog and  he always either knew what to do or could figure it out.  

And I felt hope again. There’s no way we would have the house we have today if it hadn’t been for people like Bob 

who generously just kept helping out.  That’s what Solomon means as he continues, “For if either of them falls, the 

one will lift up his companion.  But woe to the one who falls when there is not another to lift him up.”  That’s why 

we’re more productive when we work together than when we work alone.  None of us is made of steel.  We all fall 

down.  We all get tired and discouraged.  We all make mistakes.  We all lose perspective and if we’re alone, that 

can be fatal to what we’re trying to accomplish.  We give up.  It’s too hard.  I can’t do it.  But when we have 

another person working beside us, they pick us up when we fall.  They keep us going when we want to quit.  They 

encourage us when we get discouraged.  Solomon says that two are more productive than one. They have a better 

return for their labor, because two can accomplish more than one.  If one gets sick, the other can keeps the store 

open, but the one who works alone and is completely dependent on himself is in big trouble if he is unable to work. 

The Small Business Administration keeps track of the success rate of new businesses and one thing they discovered 

is that partnerships have twice the success rate of single entrepreneurs. The researchers wondered what made the 

difference and as they investigated further, they discovered that partners kept one another focused and 

accountable.  There was less wasted time, less wasted money and far more productivity in businesses run by 

partners than in those run by a single person.  If they read Ecclesiastes, they wouldn’t have been surprised.  

Solomon told us the same thing 3,000 years ago. “Two are better than one for they have a good return on their 

labor.”  We are more productive together than we are alone.  Now I realize you may not be convinced.  A lot of us 

think, it’s more trouble to explain to somebody how to do this than it is to do it myself.  And that’s true - over the 

short haul.  But over the long haul, you’re going to get tired and discouraged and eventually give up if you try to do 

it all on your own.  Or if you don’t give up, you’ll never be able to expand or do any more.  You’re limited by your 

own energy and abilities.  It may take longer initially to get things done when you work with somebody else 

because of the time you have to take to train them.  But eventually, that time will pay off.  All of us on staff at 

Creekside have had to learn this because we’re all naturally lone operators.  We’d rather do it ourselves than ask 

for help.  But the Bible gives us the responsibility to equip others for the work of ministry- not to do all the work 

ourselves.  And it has been encouraging to watch our staff as they learn to train and delegate and to give the 

ministry away to others and to watch those ministries grow as a result.  If you’re worn out this morning, if you’re 

discouraged, if you feel like you’re never going to get finished, ask yourself, “Have I been trying do it alone? Who 

can help me?”  Don’t try to go it alone.  God didn’t design you to be a lone ranger. 



2. Greater Courage. Why are two better than one?  First of all, when you fall, there’s somebody to pick you up.  

Second, when it gets cold, there’s somebody to keep you warm.  Look at Solomon’s second reason why two are 

better than one. “Furthermore, if two lie down together they keep warm, but how can one be warm alone?”   Years 

ago, as they hurried to get off one of the Himalayan peaks surrounding Mt. Everest, a group of American climbers 

discovered a Sadhu, an Indian holy man, wearing only light clothing, laying in the snow, half frozen and barely 

conscious. The weather was deteriorating rapidly and two of the climbers wanted to leave the Sadhu and continue 

down mountain while they could.  However, the third climber refused to leave the man to die on the mountain 

and lifted him on to his back while his two companions hurried down the mountain ahead of him.  Hours later, the 

climber carrying the holy man came across the frozen bodies of the other two climbers.  They had frozen to death 

before they could make base camp.  However, the body heat of the third climber and the Sadhu kept them both 

alive until they arrived safely.  Why are two better than one?  Because we all get cold from time to time and it’s 

difficult to get warm when you are by yourself.   We keep each other warm, not only physically but emotionally 

and spiritually.   When we’re alone, it’s easy to get discouraged and to grow cold in our faith.  That’s why we need 

each other.  This week I was thinking about last January when our new granddaughter, Betsy had to have open 

heart surgery two days after she was born because of a congenital heart defect.  Her left ventricle never developed 

and unless the surgery was successful, she wasn’t going to make it.  We’ve walked through big surgeries with both 

our children but Betsy’s surgery was the toughest test we’ve faced.  She just seemed so tiny and helpless with a 

heart that wouldn’t work.  I’m amazed as I look back on those five weeks in Children’s Hospital how God gave us 

grace and strength every day to not lose hope but to keep up our courage and we attribute it to your faithful 

prayers.  So many of you prayed for Betsy and encouraged us with your faith and support; and we really felt God 

carrying us through the whole ordeal.  Everybody goes through tough times but it makes all the difference in the 

world whether you go through those times alone or together with others.  Life is a team sport, not an individual 

event.  

3. Greater strength. Why are two better than one?  Because when you fall, there’s somebody to pick you up.  

When life gets cold, there’s somebody to keep you warm.  And third, when you’re attacked, there’s somebody to 

help.  Look at the third reason Solomon says that two are better than one. “And if one can overpower him who is 

alone, two can resist him. A cord of three strands is not quickly torn apart.”  (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12)  When I played 

rugby, I was one of the smaller players on the field.   My first game was terrifying.  The guys on the other team 

were huge. But I learned an important lesson that day.  In rugby, it’s not how big the other team is but how big 

your team is.  There was no way I could compete against those guys by myself; but I didn’t have to.  I had all my 

mates.  And there is tremendous strength and courage that comes from being part of a team.  I couldn’t tackle the 

big guys by myself, but I didn’t have to.  I just held on and waited for help.  You know, circumstances that would 

crush us when we’re alone become manageable when we’re together.  The gutsiest things I’ve done for Christ, I’ve 

done in the company of other Christians.  That’s why we need one another.  There is strength and courage 

available to people who operate as a team which is not available when we go it alone.  I’ve learned that I’m not 

really serious about changing unless I tell somebody else about it and ask them to pray for me and to check in on 

me to see how I’m doing - because I need the strength they supply.  Temptations I can’t resist on my own, I can 

resist when I know others are watching, that others care, and that others are praying.  We are far, far stronger 

together than we are alone.  Why are two better than one?  Because when you fall, there’s somebody to pick you 

up.  When it gets cold, there’s somebody to keep you warm.  When you’re attacked, there’s somebody to help you.  

Together we’re more productive, more courageous and stronger than we can ever be on our own.  Now before we 

talk about how these lessons apply to us today, let’s take a look at Solomon’s second example of the danger of 

isolating ourselves.  

 



 “A poor yet wise lad is better than an old and foolish king who no longer knows {how} to receive instruction. For he 
has come out of prison to become king, even though he was born poor in his kingdom. I have seen all the living 
under the sun throng to the side of the second lad who replaces him. There is no end to all the people, to all who 
were before them, and even the ones who will come later will not be happy with him, for this too is vanity and 
striving after wind.” (vs. 13-16)  How does this story illustrate that two are better than one?   I think Solomon’s 
point is that not only are we happier together than we are by ourselves, more productive, more courageous and 
stronger than we are by ourselves, we’re smarter together than we are by ourselves –which is why isolating 
ourselves makes success and achievement unsustainable.  Solomon compares a poor yet wise young man with an 
old, foolish king who no longer listens to anybody but assumes he knows it all.  In the Old Testament, wisdom is 
usually associated with age and experience, but there are exceptions.  One of the primary marks of wisdom in the 
Bible is the ability to learn from others; to have the humility to look at life from other perspectives and to welcome 
input from others because we know our own limitations.  That’s why in Proverbs 9:8-9, Solomon writes, “Do not 
reprove a scoffer, or he will hate you, reprove a wise man and he will love you. Give {instruction} to a wise man and 
he will be still wiser, teach a righteous man and he will increase {his} learning.”  One way to tell the difference 
between a wise person and a fool is to watch how they respond to correction or to advice.  The fool blows you off 
or is offended; those who are wise are grateful.  The wise person is always teachable and when he ceases to be 
teachable, he ceases to be wise – as is the case with this old king who decided he no longer needed advisors but 
knew more than everybody – which is the biblical definition of a fool.  All the ways of a fool are right in his own 
sight.  He is incapable of learning.  As a result, he is replaced as king by the poor but wise – meaning capable of 
learning from others – younger man who comes out of prison to become king, because everyone in the kingdom 
prefers him to the old king because of his wisdom.  Moving from the jail house to the White House is a big leap 
which tells us that wisdom can advance us rapidly.  However, losing your throne to a poor, young ex-con shows us 
that foolishness can just as easily destroy what wisdom has achieved.  In my experience, the number one thing 
that sidelines successful leaders is pride, whether it’s successful business people, successful pastors, or successful 
parents.  Their initial success blinds them to their need to stay humble and to keep learning.   They think they’ve 
arrived and have nothing more to learn; that people should be coming to them for advice rather than them going 
to others.  Wise people know they need others because they’re not that wise and we’re always smarter together 
than we are by ourselves.  Success is seldom permanent.  Circumstances change and unless we keep learning, we’ll 
be left behind.  That’s why we need each other.  I don’t think I would still be a pastor today if not for my wife.  
When I have a dumb idea, she tells me.  When I lose perspective, she helps me regain it.  When I get discouraged, 
she encourages me.  When I’m walking into danger, she warns me.  God uses her weekly to guard me and to guard 
our church.  I could say the same thing about many of you.  God speaks to me through you.  I need you and you 
need me because nobody possesses all knowledge.  We’re smarter together than we are by ourselves.  Do you 
believe that?  Well, ask yourself, “How teachable am I?  “How often do I go to others for advice?  Do I usually make 
plans and decisions on my own or with others?  How do I feel when somebody corrects me or challenges me?”  
Nobody is born wise.  Wisdom is something we must attain and we will never become wise until we’re convinced 
how unwise we are and how much we need one another. Solomon adds a postscript to the story of the old, foolish 
king to remind his reader of how fleeting fame and popularity really is.  Look at vs. 15-16 “I have seen all the living 
under the sun throng to the side of the second lad who replaces him (the old king). There is no end to all the people, 
to all who were before them, and even the ones who will come later will not be happy with him, for this too is 
vanity and striving after wind.”  Remember, Solomon is looking at life under the sun and so he never misses an 
opportunity to inject a little pessimism.  The young king eventually falls out of favor just like the old king did.  
Whether he also stopped learning when he got old or the fickle public just got tired of him, Solomon doesn’t 
indicate.  He’s just pointing out the vanity and futility of fame.  All wise people are not publically successful or 
admired because the public has a short memory.  That’s why Proverbs says to be wise for yourself and not to 
please or to impress others.  Wisdom will make your life better whether anybody recognizes your wisdom or not – 
so stay teachable.  There’s a high price to pay to become wise in this life – but a much higher price to pay for being 
a fool.  
 
What is Solomon’s point in vs. 7-16?  We need each other.  Isolation is fatal to life under the sun. You may not be a 
naturally social creature.  You may be an introvert who enjoys nothing more than being alone.  But wisdom 
teaches us to build and to sustain our friendships; to work together rather than alone; to share our blessings rather 
than hoarding and to keep on learning from each other rather than thinking that our way is always best and that I 



really can’t learn anything from anybody.  You know, some cultures are more communal.  People naturally think in 
terms of “we” rather than in terms of “I.” But American culture is highly individualistic.  We naturally think first of 
“Me” instead of “We.”  What matters most is my happiness, not our welfare; my career, not the success of the firm; 
my convenience, not the needs of the church, my privacy and independence, not your needs.  That’s why the 
lesson Solomon is teaching here feels so countercultural.  Americans value our independence.  We don’t want to 
be tied down by obligations to others. I know I’ve been shaped by the individualism of our culture and so have 
most Christians.  I naturally ask, “What’s in it for me?”  “How will I be impacted?”  “How does this fit with my goals 
for my life?” “Do I have time to do this and all the other things I want to do?”  Radical individualism is one of the 
primary ways the church in America is conformed to our culture; and frankly, American individualism is crippling 
the church.  We want community but we don’t want to surrender our independence.  We want deep friendships 
but we don’t want the inconvenience that deep friendships inevitably bring.   We want people to be there for us – 
as long as they don’t expect us to be there for them.   
 
How do we free ourselves from the individualism which is as natural to most of us as breathing - by going back to 
the gospel.   Look at Philippians 2 with me for a moment as we close.  In chapter 1, Paul tells the Philippians that 
conducting themselves in a manner worthy of the gospel means striving together, standing together and suffering 
together.  Now in chapter 2, he explains why.  We’ll begin reading at vs. 3. “Do nothing from selfishness (like the 
wealthy loner) or empty conceit (like the foolish old king,) but with humility of mind regard one another as more 
important than yourselves;do not {merely} look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of 
others.”  That’s what Solomon is talking about: making others a priority, refusing to live in selfish isolation but 
putting other people before yourself.  But how do we do that - by looking at Jesus.  “Have this attitude in 
yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with 
God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, {and} being made in the 
likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of 
death, even death on a cross. For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is 
above every name, so that at the name of Jesus EVERY KNEE WILL BOW, of those who are in heaven and on earth 
and under the earth, and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 
(Philip 2:3-11) Paul’s argument is that we make people a priority and put others before ourselves because that’s 
what Jesus did.  He is the supreme example that it is not good for man to be alone because He gave up everything 
to bring us back into a relationship with God and with one another, giving up heaven and the praise of multitudes 
of angels to humble Himself by becoming a human being.  He became one of us so that we could know Him, 
emptying Himself of everything but love to make us members of God’s family.  He is the greatest example of 
refusing to do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit but considering others as more important than Himself by 
not only taking on all our limitations and pains and sorrows but dying on the cross in our place, taking the 
punishment that we deserved so that all who put their faith in Him as their Savior and Lord will receive forgiveness 
and eternal life. Jesus is the greatest example of selfless giving to others; and as a result, God highly exalted Him 
and seated Him on the throne of the universe – proving once and for all that it is more blessed to give than to 
receive.  Now He commands us to treat each other the way He treated us so that we might be blessed as well.  
That’s why living life together rather than independently and putting one another before ourselves is living 
consistently with the gospel and who we really are as God’s children.  We’re just following Jesus’ example and as 
we do, we experience more and more of the life of Christ within us because we are doing what He would do.  We 
will never experience the type of community the New Testament describes until we make Jesus Lord of our life and 
commit ourselves to following Him; because Jesus is all about loving others and putting others first.  He has shown 
us by His own example the path to true community and it is always the path of the cross and self-denial.   But He 
has also shown us the blessings of losing our life rather than saving our life; of choosing obedience rather than 
independence.  We can’t know the joy and fulfillment of following Christ by ourselves because He has made us 
members of the same family.   
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