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Three Essential Steps for Walking by Faith rather than by Sight 

(Eccl. 6:10-7:14) 
 
There is an old Taoist tale about a farmer and his only horse.  The man and his horse worked together every day on 
his little farm until one day the horse ran away.  “How unfortunate!” groaned his neighbors as they gathered to 
commiserate with the farmer.  “Maybe” replied the farmer.  The next day the horse returned home and brought 
three more wild horses with him.  “How fortunate!” rejoiced the farmer’s neighbors.  “Maybe” replied the farmer.  
The next day the farmer’s son broke his leg when he tried to ride one of the wild horses.  “How unfortunate!” 
lamented the farmer’s neighbors.  “Maybe” replied the farmer.  The next day, the army came and took all the able-
bodied men of the village off to war but because of his broken leg, the farmer’s son was left behind.  “How 
fortunate!” said the farmer’s neighbors. “Maybe” replied the farmer.  What’s the lesson of that story? Since we 
can’t know the future, we are in no position to know if what happens to us will turn out good or bad. Now let me 
ask you a question. Who are you more like in that story, the farmer or his neighbors?  I’m definitely a neighbor.  
I’m quick to say, “How unfortunate,” when things don’t go the way I think they should; and, “How fortunate!” 
when things do.  I think I know what I need and what I don’t need and when I’m not getting what I want, I become 
angry or depressed.  And that’s when I have a difficult time trusting God. How can God be in control and let this 
awful thing happen?  Our inability to trust God is rooted in our trust of ourselves. Like the neighbors, we think we 
know what’s good and bad; which shouldn’t surprise us.  The Bible says that’s been our problem since the Garden 
of Eden.  Instead of trusting God to tell them what was good or bad, Adam and Eve ate of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil so they could be like God and know what was good or bad by themselves. Since then, 
humans instinctively trust in what we see more than in what God says; even though the evidence shows we’re 
usually wrong; and that the attitude of the farmer is true wisdom. Things we think are bad may turn out to be good 
and things we think are good may turn out otherwise; and that is Solomon’s point in Ecclesiastes 6:10-7:14.  The 
reason we struggle with trusting God is because we think we know what really only God can know. This morning, I 
want to talk about three essential steps for walking by faith and not by sight; three things we must be convinced of 
before we can take our hands off the wheel and entrust ourselves wholly to God’s care. First, we must realize what 
we can’t know.  Second, we must realize that because God knows what we don’t know, His values are different 
than our values.  Third, we must realize that God controls the events of life.  God knows what we don’t know, God 
values what we don’t value and God controls what we can’t control; and that’s why we need to trust Him. If I knew 
what God knows, I would choose to have things happen exactly as they are happening.  If you have a hard time 
trusting God and faith seems to elude you, this passage will be helpful. 
 
Here’s the first thing I must be convinced of before I’ll trust God; there are lots of things I just can’t know and until 
I know what I don’t know, trusting God will be difficult.   In Ecclesiastes Solomon contrast two perspectives on life: 
seeing life from a purely secular perspective as if there is no God which Solomon calls, “life under the sun;” and 
seeing life from God’s perspective or life above the sun.  In verses 10-12, Solomon talks about the limitations of life 
under the sun and what we cannot know on our own.   Although Solomon never mentions God in these three 
verses, he contrasts our limited knowledge with God’s omniscience. “Whatever exists has already been named, 
(Solomon says there is nothing that has not been named, nothing that hasn’t already been discovered; nothing 
that isn’t already known.  He can’t be referring to our discoveries because there remains much about creation we 
don’t know.  Only the Creator Himself knows about and has named everything that exists; and that includes us 
which is why Solomon adds,) and it is known what man is; for he cannot dispute with him who is stronger than he 
is... (Our Creator knows us far better than we know ourselves.  He knows what we need because He designed us 
and because He knows us so well, He will win every argument we have with Him. “Cannot dispute” is not the same 
as “does not dispute.” Why do we argue with God, disagree with God and fail to trust God? We think we know 
more about us than He does.  Solomon says that our arguments with God are futile since He knows what we 
cannot and there is no hope of changing His mind.  That’s why he adds, “For there are many words which increase 



futility. What {then} is the advantage to a man? (that is, in arguing with God or doubting God, or correcting God or 
trying to bring God around to our way of thinking? It is futile. Why? Here’s the key question Solomon asks in this 
passage) For who knows what is good for a man during {his} lifetime, {during} the few years of his futile life? He will 
spend them like a shadow. For who can tell a man what will be after him under the sun?” (Eccl. 6:10-12)  Solomon 
asks two important questions. First, who knows what is good for us during our short life on this planet?  Only the 
One created us and named us and knows us.  Second, who can tell us what will come after us?  What the outcome 
of our life will be?  What the future holds?  Only the One who knows the future.  We aren’t in a position to know 
apart from God what is good or evil, or fortunate or unfortunate, or to our benefit or to our detriment because we 
don’t know the future and given our very limited knowledge of life under the sun, how can we complain to God 
about how He plans our life?  Walking by faith and not by sight begins with accepting the fact that there is a whole 
lot we don’t know; we don’t know ourselves nor do we know the future; and therefore we often can’t tell the 
difference between a disaster and a blessing.  I was reading the Christmas story in the gospel of Luke this week and 
I finally saw the answer to a question I’ve had for years.  If God controls everything, why didn’t He have a room for 
Mary and Joseph ready at the inn?  Why was the Savior of the world born in a stable? After centuries of 
preparation for God’s visit to this planet, did that detail get overlooked?  Mary’s about to give birth and we forgot 
to book a room?  I found the answer in Luke 2:12 and the angel’s message to the shepherds. “This will be a sign for 
you; you will find a baby wrapped in clothes and lying in a manger.”   How else would the shepherds have been 
able to find a newborn child in Bethlehem in the middle of the night?  Knock on every door? “Any Saviors born 
here tonight?” Jesus was born in a stable for the sake of the shepherds which is a picture of how far God will go to 
reach people with the good news of the gospel. Now if I had been Joseph with my wife about to give birth, that 
stable would have looked like a disaster.  “Why is she giving birth now, Lord?  And why here?” But maybe Joseph 
was more like the Chinese farmer.  Maybe he recognized that since he didn’t know what was going to happen, this 
stable was the best delivery room in the world that night.  Imagine how much happier and stress-free our life 
would be if instead of jumping to conclusions, we would recognize that God knows what we cannot and trust Him.  
I’ve discovered that almost every time I become worried, anxious, fearful or frustrated, it is because I think I know 
what only God knows.  The first step in trusting God is to realize that He knows what we don’t. 
 
Now the second thing I need to realize before I’ll walk by faith is that because God knows what I don’t, He values 
things I don’t value. I value my immediate good, He values my long-term good.  I value what I think I want, He 
values what He knows I need. Things I think are unfortunate, He describes as very fortunate, because He is the only 
One who knows what is good for us during our short stay on this planet, as illustrated in chapter 7:1-12.  Solomon 
gives us a list of “better” proverbs; this is better than that and he lists five things we usually see as unfortunate 
which God says can actually be good for us and the first is the day we die. “A good name is better than a good 
ointment, and the day of {one's} death is better than the day of one's birth.” (Eccl 7:1)   Traditionally, we celebrate 
births and we mourn deaths.  But Solomon says we’ve got it backwards.  The day we die is a far better day than the 
day we’re born.  There is more reason to celebrate at a funeral than in a delivery room.  How can that be?  The key 
to understanding what Solomon means is the first part of the verse.  The day of our death is better than the day of 
our birth in the same way as a good reputation is better than good ointment or perfume.  It’s better to be good 
than to smell good.  It’s better to have earned a reputation for virtue and honesty than to simply be temporarily 
attractive. Solomon says in the same way as a good name is far more valuable than good perfume…or we could 
insert beautiful clothing or a great body; in the same way the day of our death is better than the day of our birth.  
On the day we’re born, all we’ve got is our good looks.  We are undeveloped potential.  We haven’t done anything 
yet. We’re just getting started.  But the day we die is graduation day. We’ve completed the course; we’ve earned 
our reputation, good, bad or indifferent.  The world is behind us.  We’re done; and Solomon says that it’s better to 
be finishing our life in this world than beginning it.  From God’s perspective, the day we leave this world will be a 
far better than the day we came into the world. That’s why Paul says in Philippians 1 that to depart and to be with 
Christ is far better but to remain on in the flesh is more necessary for the Philippians’ sake.  If it were up to him, he 
would have died already –but it’s not up to him.  The best day of our life will be the day we die – if we know Christ. 
We will step out of a world of tears and pain into the presence of Christ and joy eternal. Do you believe that?  The 
early Christians did.  That’s why they were so eager to face martyrdom and to suffer for Jesus.  But I don’t look 
forward to the day of my death or to anyone else’s. Why? - because I don’t value what God values. I want to go to 
heaven – just not yet; as if this poor life can compare with what God has prepared for us who love Him.  When 
someone young dies, I see it as a tragedy because I’m focused on myself and for those who are left behind, rather 



than what is best for the person who died.  However, because God knows everything, He values the day of our 
death more than the day of our birth. 
 
Second, because God knows everything that will happen and we don’t, God values sadness over laughter. Let’s 
look at vs. 2-4. “It is better to go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting, because that is the end 
of every man, and the living takes {it} to heart.” (Eccl. 7:2)  Solomon says that it is better to attend a funeral than to 
go to a party because death awaits us all and the wise person takes death seriously.  Our natural inclination is to 
avoid the things which make us sad and to focus instead on the things which make us happy but Solomon says that 
the wise person knows that sad things give us wisdom and a perspective on life we otherwise would not have.  
That’s why Solomon continues, “Sorrow is better than laughter, for when a face is sad a heart may be happy.” (Eccl 
7:3)  Solomon says that sorrow is better than laughter; which also flies in the face of conventional wisdom.  We 
would rather be happy than sad; yet when we’re sad, Solomon says our heart may be happy, since it is in our 
saddest times when God’s comforting presence is most real and precious and we wouldn’t trade those times for all 
the laughter in the world.  “The mind of the wise is in the house of mourning, while the mind of fools is in the house 
of pleasure.”  (Eccl 7:4) A wise man is always aware of the inevitability of his death and lives accordingly; while a 
fool thinks only of his immediate pleasure.  Sorrow is better than laughter because sorrow makes us wise.  Let me 
ask you a question.  When have you experienced God the most – in the good times or in the hard times?  When 
have you learned the most?  When have you changed the most?  Yet when those times come, we doubt God’s love.  
How can God love me if He lets me go through this?  His values are different than my values because He sees the 
whole picture.  The only way I can trust God in hard times and in sad times is the confidence that there is no 
wisdom without pain and sadness; my faith needs to be tested in order to grow and suffering alone produces 
maturity.  That is why in this life, God values sadness over laughter.  The Scriptures promise that we will be 
laughing for all eternity.  Now is the time for tears. 
 
Third, because God knows everything that will happen and we don’t, God values rebuke and correction far more 
than we do.  When was the last time somebody rebuked you?  How did you react?  Did you defend yourself 
verbally or silently?  Did you plunge into self-hatred?  “You’re right, I am such a jerk.  I can’t stand myself?”  Or 
were you grateful?  “Thanks, I really appreciate you telling me that because I want to become wise.”  Proverbs that 
the way we respond to rebuke tells us whether we’re wise or foolish.  The wise man loves rebuke, the fool hates it. 
That’s why Solomon writes in vs. 5-7, “It is better (notice this is another of the “better” proverbs) to listen to the 
rebuke of a wise man than for one to listen to the song of fools. (What do you think Solomon means by “the song 
of fools?” I was our fraternity’s song leader in college and had to lead all the drinking songs – which were really 
dumb songs.  How you define the song of fools depends on your musical tastes.  For you gangster rap might be the 
song of fools or heavy metal or Taylor Swift – it all depends on your taste, but the song of fools is just that; empty 
entertainment; no content, no depth, just foolishness.  Solomon says that listening to the rebuke of a wise man is 
better than listening to the song of fools; that it is better to be instructed than it is to be entertained; better to 
watch educational lectures on the web than cat videos; better to listen to smart people than to the latest hit song.  
Why?  Solomon gives us two reasons.   For as the crackling of thorn bushes under a pot, so is the laughter of the 
fool; and this too is futility. Why is it better to listen to a wise man’s rebuke than to a fool’s song?  First, because 
the laughter of fools is like thorn bushes burning under a pot: loud but very short lived and ultimately useless.  I 
watched the first part of an episode of  Last Comic Standing last week and then watched the rest over the 
weekend; but because On Demand won’t let me fast forward through the part I had already seen, I had to watch 
the first couple of comics again.  I realized that I didn’t remember a single joke they had told.  It was like I was 
hearing them for the first time.  I know what you’re thinking. “Well John, you’re old.  Your memory isn’t what it 
used to be.”  No, the content of what I watched was so meaningless that I immediately forgot what I heard – it was 
all a waste of time.  And that’s Solomon’s point.  The songs and laughter of fools has no lasting impact.  It’s like a 
fire fueled by weeds and thorns; a quick flash and a lot of noise but no lasting warmth. More importantly, look at 
the second reason Solomon gives why it is better to listen to the rebuke of the wise than to the song of fools. “For 
oppression makes a wise man mad, and a bribe corrupts the heart.”  Rebuke is better than entertainment because 
the world we live in isn’t healthy or neutral.  Oppression, as I saw in chapter 4, is stealing what rightfully belongs to 
another.  We live in an oppressive, unjust world – a world that can drive even wise people mad if they lose 
perspective.  We live in a corrupting world, where temptations to evil and compromise are always present.  This is 
why even the wise need rebuke and correction.  Wisdom is easily forgotten and the wise can act foolishly which is 



why we need the safeguard of surrounding ourselves with and listening to other wise people.  That is why God 
values rebuke and correction. Nobody is born wise and nobody does everything right.  Wisdom is something which 
we must learn and the primary way we learn it is by being rebuked and instructed by wise people.   So ask yourself, 
“If someone kept track of the way I spend my discretionary time – the time I have control over – would they 
conclude that I am more interested in education or in entertainment?”  Do I spend my time reading or playing 
games on my phone?  Watching sports or listening to smart people?  Improving my mind and character or escaping 
in mindless amusement?  Nothing wrong with relaxing or being entertained – it’s a matter of balance. I realized 
how imbalanced I’ve become; that the time I spend relaxing often leaves me empty and bored and I can’t even 
remember what I watched or read.  Yet when I intentionally use my time to improve myself, I feel alive.  You know, 
nobody is born wise; wisdom must be gained and only those who seek it diligently find it.   Input determines 
output and if I want to be wise, I must make time regularly to seek wisdom and correction.  
 
Fourth, because God knows everything that will happen and we don’t, God values patience.  The farmer had 
learned the patience of wisdom.  He didn’t jump to conclusions and or make hasty judgments.  He was willing to 
wait to see how things turned out.  Solomon talks about the patience of the wise in vs. 8-10. “The end of a matter 
is better than its beginning; (Why? Because we don’t really know how things will turn out at the beginning; 
whether our plans will be successful or will fail; whether our ideas will work.  It is like the Chinese farmer.  The best 
we can say is “Maybe.”  The end of a matter is better than its beginning because there are things we’ll only know 
at the end. For this reason…) “patience of spirit is better than haughtiness of spirit.  (It requires patience to 
withhold judgment and to let the process play out.  Pride assumes we know the end and becomes angry when 
others don’t recognize that our plans are the wisest and guaranteed to succeed.  Patience, on the other hand, is 
the result of recognizing our own limitations and trusting the future to God.  And since a patient heart recognizes 
its own limitations and trusts the end of the matter to God, Solomon has too practical applications.  First…) “Do not 
be eager in your heart to be angry, for anger resides in the bosom of fools. (Eager to be angry is an interesting 
phrase to me because I have often experienced that eagerness; an eagerness to take offense, to become frustrated 
easily, to nurse grievances and to lose patience because it appeals to my pride.  “I don’t have time for this!  I don’t 
deserve to be treated this way!  I’m not going to put up with this!  I know what needs to happen here and it’s not 
happening!”  Fools are eager to be angry because they fail to recognize the limitations of their knowledge and 
perspective.  Solomon says that because God values patience, don’t be in a hurry to get angry and act like a fool.  
Here is Solomon’s second application for the patient heart which recognizes its own limitations and trusts the end 
of the matter to God: don’t idealize the past.)  “Do not say, "Why is it that the former days were better than 
these?" For it is not from wisdom that you ask about this.” (Eccl. 7:10) Don’t talk about the “good old days” when 
things were so much better than they are today; because they weren’t. We just see them as better because we 
know how things turned out.  We know the end and not just the beginning of a matter.  Plus, we tend to forget the 
pains and remember only the pleasures of the past.  That’s why Solomon says that it is not from wisdom that we 
make this kind of statement.  Patience is the result of realizing what we don’t know.  Instead of getting frustrated 
or angry when things aren’t going the way we think they should, we remember that we don’t know the outcome 
and we need to wait until we do before we pass judgment.  Patience is simply waiting to see what the outcome is 
before passing judgment.   
 
Finally, because God knows everything that will happen and we don’t, God values the protection which only 
wisdom provides.  “Wisdom along with an inheritance is good and an advantage to those who see the sun. For 
wisdom is protection {just as} money is protection, but the advantage of knowledge is that wisdom preserves the 
lives of its possessors.” (Eccl 7:11-12) Solomon compares wisdom to money.  Both offer a measure of protection 
against the uncertainties of life under the sun.  If you have a healthy savings account, you’ll be in better shape if 
you lose your job than you are without a saving account.  However, wisdom is far more precious than riches 
because unlike money, it can save our life.  Money can’t protect us from our own stupidity but wisdom can.  
Remember the story of Alladin, the guy who rubbed a lamp and a genie appeared to grant him three wishes? What 
would you wish for?  The smart answer is unlimited wishes and that’s the choice Solomon made when he was 
young.  God offered to give him anything he wanted and Solomon chose wisdom over riches or the death of his 
enemies; and as a result of his wisdom, Solomon also became rich and powerful.  We live in an uncertain world 
where often only wise choices can protect us.  People who eat wisely are generally healthier than people who eat 
unwisely.  People who invest wisely are generally wealthier than people who invest foolishly or spend all they 



make.  People who are wise in the way they treat people generally have more and better friendships than people 
who are foolish in the way they treat people.  That’s why God values wisdom so highly.  In an uncertain world, 
wisdom is our only protection.  
 
Here’s Solomon’s point in vs. 1-12.  We don’t know the future but God does and because He sees everything, His 
values are different than our values.  He values the day of our death over the day of our birth because He loves us 
and knows what awaits us after death.  He values sorrow over laughter because He knows the riches sorrow can 
bring to us.  He values rebuke and correction over entertainment and amusement because He knows how much 
we need to become wise.  He values patience over anger because patience is born out of the humility that admits 
we don’t know what is going to happen and He does.  And He values wisdom over money because wisdom offers 
far better protection for life under the sun.  If I value what God values, life will make sense to me.  I’ll understand 
what He’s doing in my life.  If I don’t value what God values, I will always tend to call “Unfortunate” the things He 
calls “Fortunate,” and live in a state of perpetual confusion about what He’s up to in my life.  
 
So the first essential for me to walk by faith is to realize what I don’t know; the second is to realize that because 
God knows what I don’t know, His values are different than my values.  And the third essential for me to trust God 
is to realize that God controls all the events of my life. “Consider the work of God, for who is able to straighten 
what He has bent? In the day of prosperity be happy, but in the day of adversity consider-- God has made the one 
as well as the other so that man will not discover anything that will be after him.” (Eccl 7:13-14)  Why should I trust 
God?  He knows what I don’t know, He values what I don’t value and He controls what I can’t control. Twice in 
these verses, Solomon urges us to consider God; to take Him seriously and to think about Who He is and His great 
power.  First, consider that no one can thwart God or oppose God; no one is able to straighten what He has bent.  
He is sovereign and does as He pleases.  That being the case, Solomon also urges us to consider that all that 
happens to us comes directly from God’s hand; prosperity as well as adversity.  Solomon says to enjoy prosperity 
and good health and God’s blessings when they come but to also embrace adversity knowing that it also comes 
from God and that God will use it to bless us as well.  But how do we know that God will use adversity to bless us?  
This is where we part company with our farmer.  We don’t say, “Maybe” because we don’t what the outcome of 
the things which happen to us will be.  We say, “Thank You, Lord,” because God has told us what the outcome of 
everything – whether prosperity or adversity - will be.   Look at what Paul writes in Romans 8:28-30. “And we know 
that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to 
{His} purpose. (Paul says that whatever God sends, He sends it for our good.  How does Paul know that God causes 
all things to work together for good?  He views life through the lens of the gospel.) For those whom He foreknew, 
He also predestined {to become} conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many 
brethren; and these whom He predestined, He also called; and these whom He called, He also justified; and these 
whom He justified, He also glorified.”  How do we know that God’s plan for our life is a good plan?  Because of the 
gospel; the gospel is not good advice or rules for living.  The gospel is the good news of what God has done for us 
through Christ.  In fulfillment of centuries of promises, God sends His Son to do for us what we cannot do for 
ourselves; to live the life we failed to live so that God can credit Christ’s perfect record of obedience to all who put 
their faith in Him; to die the death we deserve to die so that, bearing our punishment so that God can pardon us 
and then rising from the dead in our behalf so that we can live forever.  Then God applies all that Jesus has done 
for us to us.  I am not a Christian because I figured all this out; I’m a Christian because God is merciful and chose 
me before He created the world to be part of His family; called me to Himself through the gospel, enabled me to 
believe in Jesus, clothed me in Christ’s righteousness and sent Jesus to live in me and to make me like Himself. And 
one day, God will complete the process and glorify me for all eternity with Christ’s glory along with the rest of the 
church.  Now here’s what I want you to see.  Everyone God foreknows, He chooses and everyone He chooses, He 
calls and everyone He calls, He justifies and everyone He justifies, He glorifies.  He loses no one.  If you put your 
faith in Christ, you could not be more secure.  From beginning to end, God has you in His hand and will not let you 
go.  That’s why Paul knows that God causes all things to work together for good for those who are called according 
to His purpose.  If we can trust God for our eternity, can’t we trust Him for the details of our short life here and 
now? 
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