
 

We, Not Me 
Ecclesiastes 3:16-4:16 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Good morning! My name is Brad and I’m one of the pastors here. Today we are 
continuing in our sermon series on the book of Ecclesiastes titled, “Getting Over Life 
Under the Sun”. One of the reasons I was drawn to Ecclesiastes coming out of the 
Sabbath Year, and year in which we took time to rest and renew our missional focus, 
was knowing that we’d be tempted to jump into an unsustainable pace for our church. 
Often the people who are the most passionate about God’s mission can be the people 
who are the least considerate of God’s boundaries. Simply put, we can easily work 
ourselves to death. And so Ecclesiastes has much to say about the boundaries of the 
world in which live, and the wisdom it takes to navigate them.  
 
Last week’s passage emphasized the God’s boundaries of time and how we disregard 
those boundaries. Today’s passage emphasized God’s boundaries of living among our 
neighbors and how we disregard those boundaries as well. In light of that, I’ve titled 
today’s message, “We, Not Me”.  The main idea of the message is built on what Jesus 1

described as the greatest commandments, so it goes like this: You can either hate your 
neighbor and so destroy yourself, or love your neighbor and so love yourself.  We’ll be 2

breaking today’s passage into two big chunks, one which shows us that our world 
teaches us to hate our neighbor (3:16-4:3) and the other which shows us that our work 
teaches us to hate our neighbor (4:4-16). Hopefully that will prepare us well for the good 
news awaiting us at the conclusion.  
 
Rather than our usual practice of standing to honor the reading of God’s word, since our 
passage is so long today, we’re going to read it in parts as we go. Again, today’s 
passage is Ecclesiastes 3:16-4:16. That’s page 554 if you’re using one of the Bibles in 
the chairs. May the Word preached here today echo among the nations. And all God’s 
people said, Amen. You may be seated.  
 
Exposition 
 
If the book of Ecclesiastes were written today I think it’s title would be this: Woke. Have 
you heard or seen this phrase? According to Urban Dictionary woke is “like being in The 

1 David Gibson, Living Life Backwards: How Ecclesiastes Teaches Us to Live in Light of the End, Loc 916 
2 Gibson, Loc 948 

1 



 

Matrix and taking the red pill. You get a sudden understanding of what’s really going on 
and find out you were wrong about much of what you understood to be truth.”  Woke is 3

being used a lot throughout the U.S. right now in reference to becoming conscious of 
injustices that you once perceived to be no problem.  
 
If the mysterious author of Ecclesiastes was anything in his day, he was the definition of 
being woke in the Old Testament.  Part of what makes his writing really uncomfortable 4

for a lot of people is that he was so aware of the realities of the world in which we live, 
and him being woke starts to make us woke. What he’s making us woke to today cuts 
particularly deep because it shows how we by nature trample over our neighbor, which 
is a problem because Jesus told us,  
 
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your mind. 38 This is the great and first commandment. 39 And a second is like it: You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself. 40 On these two commandments depend all the 
Law and the Prophets.” Matthew 22:37-40  5

 
This means that the entire Old Testament basically distills into these commands. And 
that means the New Testament builds on these commands. And that means the entire 
Christian life orbits around these commands. This is life with God: loving him with all 
we’ve got and loving our neighbor as ourselves. But, life apart from God, turns those 
commandments upside down. In life under the sun, our world actually teaches us to 
hate our neighbor, which is first chunk of woke education we’re going to get from the 
Preacher. We read this in 3:16: 
 
I. Our World Teaches Us to Hate Our Neighbor - 3:16-4:3 
 
Moreover, I saw under the sun that in the place of justice, even there was wickedness, 
and in the place of righteousness, even there was wickedness. Ecclesiastes 3:16 
 
The Preacher’s consideration of the harm we do to one another doesn’t begin with the 
rank, unjust armpits of society. He goes straight to the halls of justice. Which is worse, 
lawless people killing each other, or people in the position to execute what is just and 
right actually doling out wickedness? Now, there are going to be plenty of opportunities 
throughout this sermon to point at our culture for examples of such injustice. I’ve been 
to many places around the world where you are “guilty until proven innocent,” and the 

3 Urban Dictionary, “Woke,” https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Woke  
4 Philip Graham Ryken, Ecclesiastes: Why Everything Matters, 106 
5 Gibson, Loc 940-948 
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justice system is worst place to be. But the Bible tells us that God’s judgment begins at 
the household of God, so let’s not conveniently ignore our own wickedness.   6

 
Even within our own denomination of late has been one oak of righteousness after 
another falling to the ground with rotten roots suddenly exposed to the world. As pastors 
at Antioch we tremble each time because we know none of us are above a fall, and 
certainly not above sometimes just failing to do what’s right. And for this reason we want 
to be the first to embrace a lifestyle of repentance, because, as the Preacher is about to 
show us, this all gets worse. Skip ahead with me to 4:1: 
 
1 Again I saw all the oppressions that are done under the sun. And behold, the tears of 
the oppressed, and they had no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors 
there was power, and there was no one to comfort them. 2 And I thought the dead who 
are already dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive. 3 But better than both 
is he who has not yet been and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the 
sun. Ecclesiastes 4:1-3 
 
This has got to be one of the most depressing parts of Ecclesiastes, right? The 
Preacher’s observation on life under the sun didn’t just take in the unjust treatment of 
people in the halls of justice, but it’s almost like he followed the victims home and hung 
around for a while, seeing how the life was slowly strangled out of them by more 
powerful people.  
 
This is shuffling through a cattle stall checkpoint in the Palestinian territory with Israeli 
guns pointed at you. This is reading Ta-Nehisi Coates and realizing that a black man’s 
body has not belonged to him in the United States.  This is driving from the granite 7

monolith of Mount Rushmore to the site of the Battle of Wounded Knee, only to find a 
shack swept under the rug of history.  
 
There’s a reason why I believe every aspiring Christian leader should spend a year or 
two overseas. There are things you cannot un-see, end even more so, un-feel. 
Immersing yourself in a place where you are overwhelmingly in the minority not builds 
deep empathy, it brings your own prejudices to the surface. In other words, you get 
woke.   8

6 1 Peter 4:17 
7 Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and Me 
8 Bradley Bell, “The Privilege of Injustice: Missionaries as Minorities,” 
https://brokenmissiology.com/2014/11/25/the-privilege-of-under-privilege-missionaries-as-minorities/  
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And in so doing you might find yourself in a similar state as the Preacher, who looked at 
all the oppression, all the hatred of neighbor, and said, “We’re better off dead. Better 
yet, we’re better off not even being born.” How could he be so pessimistic, so doom and 
gloom?  
 
Well, you and I have the benefit of being insulated as much as we like from those who 
are oppressed. We can turn off the news. We can turn on Netflix. But imagine being 
immersed in the oppression without the ability to look away. To be unable to look away 
would mean having your sense of justice offended endlessly. It probably wouldn’t take 
long for us to find ourselves agreeing that never setting eyes on such evil would be a 
blessing indeed.  That’s why such emotion was spewing out of the Preacher--he 9

couldn’t look away. And so he came to this conclusion (moving back to 3:17): 
 
I said in my heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked, for there is a time for 
every matter and for every work. Ecclesiastes 3:17 
 
Harkening back to last week’s passage about God’s set time for everything, the 
Preacher points to a time for justice.  And it would be easy for us to think he arrived at 10

this conclusion simply because he was Jewish. But this isn’t necessarily that Jewish; it’s 
actually quite universal. Deep within all of us is an innate sense of justice, and when we 
encounter injustice, it bothers us. This is one of the greatest evidences that there is 
something more than life under the sun, that we cry out for justice. Every time people do 
this, the Bible tells us 

They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also 
bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them 16 on that day 
when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus. Romans 
2:15-16  11

 
The thought of this was but a moment of consolation for the Preacher in the face of 
injustice and wickedness and oppression, the world teaching us to hate our neighbor. 
Yes, a time for judgment will come, God will set things right. But how long will it be until 
that happens? And perhaps a better question, if God is sovereign and just, why is he 
waiting around to set things right? This seems to be the unwritten question of the 
Preacher according to his line of thinking. And here’s the answer he came to (in verse 
18): 

9 Gibson, Loc 984-991 
10 Ryken, 102 
11 Ryken, 100-101 
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18 I said in my heart with regard to the children of man that God is testing them that they 
may see that they themselves are but beasts. 19 For what happens to the children of 
man and what happens to the beasts is the same; as one dies, so dies the other. They 
all have the same breath, and man has no advantage over the beasts, for all is vanity. 
20 All go to one place. All are from the dust, and to dust all return. 21 Who knows 
whether the spirit of man goes upward and the spirit of the beast goes down into the 
earth? Ecclesiastes 3:18-21 
 
It may seem like a strange conclusion to make--like why is he calling us beasts? But this 
isn’t so much about biology but about where we came from and where we’re headed.  12

In verse 20 the Preacher clearly points this out, saying that both man and beast are 
from dust, and to dust will return. This is no doubt a reference to the beginning of our 
story, when the first man and woman chose life under the sun apart from God. The 
inevitable results of such a choice was reflected in God’s words to the man: 
 
By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread, till you return to the ground, for out of it 
you were taken, for you are dust, and to dust you shall return. Genesis 3:19 
 
God’s judgment may seem in the distant future, but there is a significant part of it that is 
already at work among us, and has been since Genesis chapter 3. And that is  
 
Man in his pomp will not remain; he is like the beasts that perish. Psalm 49:12 
 
Essentially the Preacher was saying, “You may think you’re different from the carcasses 
you pass on the highway, but you’re really not. Your time is coming.” And life on earth 
serves as all the proof needed to show that’s God coming judgment is deserved.  
 
This is what the Preacher meant when he said God is “testing” us in verse 18. It’s not 
testing as in pass-fail, but testing as in proving something to be true. Life under the sun 
is a proving ground, where our true character is revealed. It’s meant to “examine and 
ultimately to reveal our place in the universe and our true relationship to God.”   13

 
This is why remembering our mortality is, strangely, a good thing for us; why we take 
communion each week, and why I would love to see Antioch begin to offer an Ash 
Wednesday gathering to our community. It reminds us of how meaningless it is to put 
our hope in the here and now, and it pleads with us to get over life under the sun, to 
look to God for meaning.  

12 Ryken, 104 
13 Ryken, 103 
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In light of this the Preacher concludes (in verse 22),  
 
So I saw that there is nothing better than that a man should rejoice in his work, for that 
is his lot. Who can bring him to see what will be after him? Ecclesiastes 3:22 

In a world that teaches us to hate our neighbor, a world that proves even when we 
judge others for their injustice and oppression we are guilty of the same things,  there’s 14

nothing left for us to do except the duty God has given us, and to enjoy it as much as 
possible, because we will not take it with us when we return to dust.  
 
II. Our Work Teaches Us to Hate Our Neighbor - 4:4-16 
 
And yet just when we think the Preacher has settled into his same old conclusion about 
our work, he takes another dive that tears work apart. This brings us to the second 
chunk of today’s passage, not only that our world teaches us to hate our neighbor, our 
work teaches us to hate our neighbor. This section begins in 4:4: 
 
Then I saw that all toil and all skill in work come from a man's envy of his neighbor. This 
also is vanity and a striving after wind. Ecclesiastes 4:4 
 
Once again, this is an opportunity for us to point the finger at others, but let’s begin with 
ourselves. The Preacher had found that so much of what was behind the motivation of 
people, when you dig deep down to what really gets us going, it’s envy. And this is 
natural in us. But imagine how much more defined this becomes in a culture built on the 
idea that competition is always good!  
 
Consider this word: GOAT. Any idea what it means? It used to refer to your standard 
ugly farm animal, but now it’s an acronym for “greatest of all time”. (Some of you are 
like, “Oh, I thought everyone was talking about goats!”) We’re obsessed with this idea. 
Who’s the greatest of all time? The greatest basketball player? The greatest 
Louisvillian? The greatest in your graduating class? The greatest house on your street? 
The greatest sibling in your family? I’m not saying competition is bad, but just pointing to 
its most common driving motive. 
 
And in moving on to the topic of work here, it might seem like the Preacher has left 
behind his issue with oppression. But here’s the thing, work that’s motivated by “a man’s 

14 Romans 2:1 
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envy of his neighbor” is just another form of oppression.  God calls us to love our 15

neighbor, but here’s how envy derails that. Instead of loving you, I only love me. And as 
long as you live in submission to me, you stay lowly compared to me, you make me feel 
better about myself, then I love you. However, when you surpass me, when you say or 
do something that makes me feel inferior, when you are keep something for yourself 
that should come to me, I will do whatever it takes to get that from you. Sometimes that 
might look like full-on sabotage, but more often it will look like moments of hating you in 
my heart, putting you down with my thoughts and words, and rejoicing a little inside 
when you fail. Is that not oppression? And is it not a cancer that devours us?   16

 
The Preacher shows us how such envy plays out in verse 7: 
 
7 Again, I saw vanity under the sun: 8 one person who has no other, either son or 
brother, yet there is no end to all his toil, and his eyes are never satisfied with riches, so 
that he never asks, “For whom am I toiling and depriving myself of pleasure?” This also 
is vanity and an unhappy business. Ecclesiastes 4:7-8 
 
How sad. And not so hard to imagine. Here is a person who has given himself so 
entirely to his work that he has cut off every relationship in his life and found himself 
pitifully alone. And what has it gained him? There is no end to his toil. Every emails he 
sends leads to a dozen more. Every promotion just brings more pressure. Every degree 
just shows him how little he knows.  17

 
But even worse, his eyes are never satisfied with what he achieves, so much so that he 
never asks, “For whom am I working so hard?” The loss of relationships, that’s 
tragic--but that’s the outside effect. The inside effect is that he’ll never stop and ask, 
“What’s driving all this?” He’ll never realize the envy in his heart that’s driving him to 
work only for himself, rather than for God and others.  And even though this sounds 18

like the business executive, it can be any of us--it was me as a missionary!  
 
So the Preacher concludes with this proverb in verse 6: 
 
Better is a handful of quietness than two hands full of toil and a striving after wind. 
Ecclesiastes 4:6 

15 Sidney Greidanus, Preaching Christ from Ecclesiastes: Foundations for Expository Sermons, Loc 
1134-1135 
16 Gibson, Loc 999-1008 
17 Gibson, Loc 1028-1030 
18 Ryken, 115 
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Notice the comparison here: toil vs. quietness. Never being able to lay your work down 
vs. being able to lay your work down. But here’s the tradeoff: instead of two handfuls 
you only get one. You get less. But what you get is enough.  And so we return to the 19

issue of contentment, which came out so clearly in our sermon series on Paul’s letter to 
the Philippians,  and which he addressed elsewhere to his young friend Timothy: 20

 
6 But godliness with contentment is great gain, 7 for we brought nothing into the world, 
and we cannot take anything out of the world. 1 Timothy 6:6-7 
 
How ironic that he uses the word “gain” to describe being content with less. Most 
relevant to today’s angle of Ecclesiastes, what very well may be gained from 
contentment is the capacity to actually love our neighbor.  
 
But being the rebellious people we are, we can easily take this posture too far. The 
Preacher began to address this in verse 5: 
 
The fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh. Ecclesiastes 4:5 
 
Now the Preacher is talking about people eating themselves? Ok, so this just got weird. 
No, the proverb is intentionally extreme to get your attention. We might say to 
ourselves, “Man, I don’t want to get caught up in working myself to death. So I’m gonna 
take it easy.” But just as overwork can be all-consuming, laziness can be 
self-cannibalizing.  Instead of embracing a life of giving myself to others, I give myself 21

only to myself, and in the end, that’s all I have left.  And it may not seem like it, but it’s 22

just another form of hating our neighbor. And once again, the Preacher shows us how 
this plays out, beginning in verse 13, 
 
13 Better was a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king who no longer knew 
how to take advice. 14 For he went from prison to the throne, though in his own kingdom 
he had been born poor. 15 I saw all the living who move about under the sun, along with 
that youth who was to stand in the king's place. 16 There was no end of all the people, 
all of whom he led. Yet those who come later will not rejoice in him. Surely this also is 
vanity and a striving after wind. Ecclesiastes 4:13-16 
 

19 Ryken, 111 
20 Philippians 4:11-13 
21 Ryken, 111 
22 Gibson, Loc 1013-1022 
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The story here seems to be considering the transition of a kingdom from an old king to a 
young king. And it can be a little bit difficult to follow who is being referred to at certain 
points, but the overall reflection is clear: both of them will ultimately be forgotten.  Yet 23

this is especially sad for the older king, because as he grew older, he stopped taking 
advice. Instead of life growing him in the realization of his neediness for others, he 
became convinced that he didn’t need others, and he cut people off. And in so doing, 
despite his great rule, in the end he became worthless to his people, and all he had left 
was himself.  His work had taught him to hate his neighbor.  24

 
Conclusion 
 
So the Preacher concludes in verse 9,  
 
9 Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. 10 For if they 
fall, one will lift up his fellow. But woe to him who is alone when he falls and has not 
another to lift him up! 11 Again, if two lie together, they keep warm, but how can one 
keep warm alone? 12 And though a man might prevail against one who is alone, two will 
withstand him—a threefold cord is not quickly broken. Ecclesiastes 4:9-11 
 
What he gives us here are three practical examples of the benefits of companionship in 
his own time. In the Ancient Near East falling into a pit or embankment, especially at 
night, was a very real possibility. Or walking through a desert area at night, where the 
temperate plunged and you might freeze to death. Or being confronted by bandits 
during travel and getting robbed and killed. But with a companion, you could get out of 
the pit, and stay warm at night, and fight off the bandits. And if you have two 
companions with you, just like a three-stranded rope, you won’t break under any of 
those circumstances.   25

 
From the very beginning, this is how we were meant to live. After creating the first man, 
God said,  
 
It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him. Genesis 
2:18 
 
But because life under the sun has become a permanent outbreak of sinful hearts, we 
don’t love our neighbor and so we destroy ourselves. Because if we don’t love our 

23 Ryken, 112-113 
24 Ryken, 113 
25 Greidanus, Loc 1490-1510 
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neighbor, we don’t love God. So what do we do with this scenario of not fulfilling God’s 
greatest commandments? We need help! We need someone to come and show us 
what it even looks like live justly, to not look away from all the oppression, to patiently 
trust the timing of God’s judgment, to work only for the good of others, to be content 
with quietness, to be a true companion. And hey, it ain’t me!  
 
There is one--thanks be to God! His name is Jesus Christ, and he came as the Son of 
God, loving God with all of himself and loving his neighbor as himself. And he proved it 
by laying his life down for his neighbor, though it was us who killed him, and as a seal of 
his love, he rose again. And think about this, because he did this, he could give this 
promise to all who follow him: 
 
And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age. Matthew 28:20 
 
And so we come to the table not moping and groping over life under the sun, but 
rejoicing in the Son who loves us, and who enables us to live in companionship with him 
and others, to love God and our neighbor. On the night he was betrayed, he took a loaf 
of bread, and after blessing it, broke it and gave it to his disciples and said to them, 
“This is my body, which is broken for you; eat this in remembrance of me.” He also took 
a cup of wine, and after blessing it, gave it to his disciples and said, “This cup is the new 
covenant marked by the shedding of my blood. For as often as you eat this bread and 
drink from this cup, you announce the Lord’s death until he returns.” We are 
announcing that Jesus Christ is the friend of sinners. 
 
Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it 
in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to 
your right. If you’re a baptized believer, come and remember what Jesus has done for 
you. If you’re a believer but not yet baptized, let us know so we can help prepare you for 
baptism and communion. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is not for you, but 
rather than taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has made himself 
available to you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back and people to pray 
with you on the sides. Let’s pray. 
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