
 

What’s Good, Man? 
Ecclesiastes 6:10-7:14 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Today we are continuing in our sermon series on the book of Ecclesiastes titled, 
“Getting Over Life Under the Sun”. Why Ecclesiastes? I have asked myself that many 
times this summer! We chose it strategically after our Sabbath Year ended in May, a 
year in which we pushed ourselves toward and rest and deep roots in Christ. Coming 
out of the Sabbath Year we wanted to be strategically in step with the Spirit rather than 
aimless. Ecclesiastes, as we have been experiencing, preaches--it confronts any part of 
us that is aimless, any part of ourselves we allow to be carried along by the values of 
life under the sun. And then Ecclesiastes renews our aim toward God and his good, 
unified purpose for us.  
 
What is that good purpose? Well, that’s part of what Ecclesiastes has to teach us today. 
Thus I’ve titled today’s message, “What’s Good, Man?” The main idea of this message 
is basically the Preacher’s answer to the question of “What’s good?”: It’s good to look to 
God in all the tensions of life. The passage breaks into three parts that look like this: two 
questions, twelve proverbs, and two answers about what’s good.  
 
Turn with me in your Bibles to Ecclesiastes 6:10-7:14. Rather than our normal practice 
of standing to honor the reading of God’s word, since today’s passage is so long you 
may remain seated. We will be working through the passage one verse at a time. And 
be forewarned, there will be many slides.  
 
May the Word preached here today echo in our hearts and among the nations. And all 
God’s people said, Amen .  
 
Exposition 
 
I don’t know what it is that tends to make you grouchy, but for most of us, I think it 
happens when we’re having to navigate a series of less-than-ideal options. And when 
you and I are grouchy, it’s easy for us to become even more grouchy because we begin 
to see everything as less-than-ideal options. When we get into that rut, you know what 
would be really helpful? Some sort of sign that warns people to keep their distance. 
Something like: 
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● An Oscar the Grouch action figure 
● A Grumpy t-shirt from the movie Snow White 
● An oven mitt for mom that says, “I have a knife” 
● A festive party banner that says, “Please leave by 9” 
● An ostrich pillow  1

 
Maybe one of these items would’ve been beneficial to the author of Ecclesiastes; many 
scholars think he was just a big grouch. Maybe an ostrich pillow could’ve helped him not 
to be so negative about the world. My hunch is, he would’ve taken it and then thrown it 
to the wind, and kept collecting his observations about life under the sun.  
 
If he comes off as overly serious, maybe even grouchy, I think he has every right to be. 
You would be too if you had made it your life’s work to search for meaning in a world 
that had become meaningless. Being a Jew, he knew painfully well the opening story of 
the Bible, both God’s good intention for the world, and how the first man and woman 
destroyed it by pursuing their own intentions. Still early on in that story, we read these 
tragic words, 
 
5 The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every 
intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. 6 And the Lord regretted 
that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. Genesis 6:5-6 
 
So the Preacher was serious about serious things.  He saw that life after Genesis 2

gutted our ability to relate with God in a normal way. And by his time, humanity had 
already made it really clear what our character is like. Here’s how he put it in his own 
words, beginning in 6:10, the section that provides two questions about what’s good: 
 
I. Two Questions About What’s Good - 6:10-12 
 
10  Whatever has come to be has already been named, and it is known what man is, and 
that he is not able to dispute with one stronger than he. 11  The more words, the more 
vanity, and what is the advantage to man? Ecclesiastes 6:10-11 
 
In other words, as people under the sun we might come off as in control of our world, 
but put us next to God and you’ll really see us for who we are. We might think we name 
ourselves, along with every plant and animal we “discover,” but really it’s all been 

1 Rebecca O’Connell, “35 Things For the Grouchiest Person You Know,” 
https://www.buzzfeed.com/bekoconnell/things-for-grouchy-people?utm_term=.gnY2GyyjP#.otaXVBBZA  
2 Zack Eswine, Recovering Eden: The Gospel According to Ecclesiastes, 176-177 

2 

https://www.buzzfeed.com/bekoconnell/things-for-grouchy-people?utm_term=.gnY2GyyjP#.otaXVBBZA


 

named first by our Creator.  And we might like to think somewhere in the Bible it says, 3

“God knows we’re awesome,” but it actually just says, “God knows we’re dust”.  And it 4

doesn’t matter how many episodes of Law and Order we’ve watched, we can’t make a 
case that all this is God’s fault instead of our’s. Paul addresses this very idea when he 
writes,  
 
But who are you, O man, to answer back to God? Will what is molded say to its molder, 
“Why have you made me like this?” Romans 9:20  5

 
When it starts to become clear to us that God is God and we are not, only then can we 
begin to have any hope in relating to him the way were created to. We see that we’re in 
a less-than-ideal situation in a less-than-ideal world, and we don’t have the answers to 
fix it--heck, we don’t even have the answers to fix ourselves! So instead of saving face 
by making up answers that sound good to us, measuring ourselves honestly can give us 
enough humility to just ask. Here’s how the Preacher asks, in verse 12: 
 
For who knows what is good for man while he lives the few days of his vain life, which 
he passes like a shadow? [Answer: None of us know what’s good--only God!] For who 
can tell man what will be after him under the sun? [Answer: None of us can tell--only 
God!]  Ecclesiastes 6:12 
 
So the questions themselves aim us at the only One who has all the answers. As I 
heard a man express one time, it isn’t so much our answers that God uses to lead us 
through the Christian life, but our questions. God, what’s good for us in this life under 
the sun? And God, what comes afterward? In response to these questions we now turn 
to twelve proverbs from the Preacher. 
 
II. Twelve Proverbs About What’s Good - 7:1-12 
 
Read with me in 7:1: 
 

A good name is better than precious ointment, 
    and the day of death than the day of birth. Ecclesiastes 7:1 
 

At first glance this kind of comes across as the Preacher just restating what he said 
back in chapter 4, that--in light of the world’s oppressions--the dead are more fortunate 

3 Greidanus, Loc 2140-2143 
4 Psalm 103:14; Greidanus, Loc 2143-2145 
5 Greidanus, Loc 2145-2152 
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than the living.  But you’ve got to take in the whole proverb to get that he’s saying 6

something different here. To start with, which is better: looking good on the outside or 
looking good on the inside? A precious ointment might give a nice, healthy shine to your 
skin, but you can still be full of venom on the inside.   7

 
Of course, we can look at this logically and say the right answer: a good name is better. 
But that’s not what we value in reality, even in the church. I was just talking with a friend 
this week who also experienced being put in church leadership as a teenager. Why 
were people hasty to lay hands on us? Because we were covered in the precious 
ointment of eagerness and gifting. We were full of potential! But in doing that, without 
realizing it the church was valuing our skills over our character.  
 
In the same way, the day of death is better than the day of birth because it reveals 
character rather than just potential. The day of birth may be sweet, but it shows nothing 
about who you are and what you’ll be like. On the other hand, the day of death may be 
bitter, but it shows who you were and gives a true measure of your life.  Because of 8

that, one good funeral has more to teach us than a dozen birthday parties.  This is why 9

the Preacher continues in verse 2,  
 
It is better to go to the house of mourning 
    than to go to the house of feasting, 
for this is the end of all mankind, 
    and the living will lay it to heart. Ecclesiastes 7:2 
 

Parties are great; they are the time for forgetting our troubles and feeling young again. 
But from the house of mourning we walk away reminded that although we’re not dead 
yet, we will be someday. To live according to God’s wisdom, then, is to not distract 
ourselves from this reality, but to “lay it to heart” and let it affect how we live and prepare 
to die.  This is exactly what led David to pray,  10

 
O Lord, make me know my end 
    and what is the measure of my days; 
    let me know how fleeting I am! Psalm 39:4 
 

6 Greidanus, Loc 2172-2177 
7 Romans 3:13 
8 Eswine, 178 
9 Philip Graham Ryken, Ecclesiastes: Why Everything Matters, 152 
10 Eswine, 178-180; Ryken, 152 
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I know, this is not a happy thought. It’s actually kind of depressing. And it almost seems 
like that’s what the Preacher wants as he continues in verse 3,  
 

Sorrow is better than laughter, 
    for by sadness of face the heart is made glad. Ecclesiastes 7:3 
 

I feel like this verse deserves a big, collective “Huh?” It doesn’t make sense. Especially 
for those of us who have heard Christianity described as the way to a long and happy 
life in peace. I understand why it’s described that way. Coming to know Jesus Christ 
really does bring “joy unspeakable and full of glory”.  Salvation really does provide 11

peace with God your whole life long and into eternity.  
 
But Jesus himself said once that he didn’t just come to bring peace, but a sword.  12

Signing up for Christianity is signing up for a cross. It’s signing up for a process that 
slowly puts us to death so that Christ may come alive in us. It’s signing up for a 24/7 war 
against Satan and sin.  
 
Meanwhile, those who don’t sign up for Christianity enjoy the freedom of civilian life. 
They spend sex and desire and money and leisure to the maximum of their pleasure. 
Their anthem is, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die,” which is a pitiful song--but 
it’s still a song!  And sometimes as Christians we can’t even muster up a song.  13

 
So when Jesus came preaching the wisdom of his kingdom, he kind of sounded like the 
Preacher. Listen to how he described those fit for his kingdom: 
 
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. Matthew 5:4 
 
Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall laugh. Luke 6:21b  14

 
Just as it’s right for Christianity to be marked by joy and laughter, it’s also right for 
Christianity to be marked by sorrow and seriousness. This is not a call to sad hearts and 
faces all the time, but a willingness to go there and let it teach us.  15

 

11 1 Peter 1:8 
12 Matthew 10:34 
13 1 Corinthians 15:32; Bradley Bell, “The Spring of Tears: Joy and Sorrow in Christian Experience,” 
https://brokenmissiology.com/2016/06/06/the-spring-of-tears-joy-and-sorrow-in-christian-experience/  
14 Greidanus, Loc 2193-2201 
15 Eswine, 180 
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For example, when my mom passed away, I went there and dug into the sadness. I took 
a month off from work, I processed with friends, saw a counselor, retreated, wept, and 
worked through my regrets. And things got worse before they got better. I had a pretty 
serious emotional breakdown. But I learned and grew so much. And even though I’m 
sure there’s more sorrow that will come to the surface, today I can remember my mom 
for who she was, not just a saint, and not just a sinner, but both, all wrapped up in one. 
And I realize, I’m no different. And now, I’m ok.  
 
But I have watched others in a similar situation who do the opposite. They don’t go 
there. They run away from the sadness and try to forget about it by getting busy or 
drunk or some other form of distraction. And years after the loss, their faces might look 
happy and unaffected, but deep down their hearts are still very much sad and undone. 
When I see them it always reminds me, as the Preacher continues in verse 4,  
 

The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, 
    but the heart of fools is in the house of mirth. Ecclesiastes 7:4 
 

Responding to the sad realities of our world isn’t just a head thing, it’s a heart thing. 
Distracting ourselves with happier thoughts and activities shows that our hearts are on 
the run; on the run from the truth that God is crying out to us day after day. One author 
describes it this way: “[We are] born into a world of endless wonders, having no notion 
how [we] got here, a world in which [we] eat, sleep, work, grow, drink, and laugh...as if 
[our] prostates were not growing cancerous, [our] arteries turning to chalk, [our] brain 
cells dying by the millions, as if the worms were not going to have [us] in no time at all.”

  16

 
Isn’t it better for us to stop running and listen to God? Indeed, the Preacher says in  
verse 5,  

 
It is better for a man to hear the rebuke of the wise 
    than to hear the song of fools. Ecclesiastes 7:5 
 

But it feels better to sing along with the fools about yourself, “You just gotta ignite the 
light / And let it shine / Just own the night / Like the Fourth of July / ‘Cause baby you’re 
a firework / Come on show ‘em what you’re worth”.  Sing along, laugh, surround 17

yourself with people who tell you what you want to hear. But remember, says the 
Preacher,  

16 Walker Percy via Ryken, 153-154 
17 Katy Perry, “Firework” 
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   For as the crackling of thorns under a pot, 
    so is the laughter of the fools; 
    this also is vanity. Ecclesiastes 7:6 
 

Apparently burning thorns was the ancient near eastern version of sparklers. When you 
lit them they burned loud and quickly and bright, but they didn’t last long. So the 
Preacher is saying that the song and dance of fools is like burning thorns. Go ahead, 
bury your head in the sand and believe that apart from God you’re a firework. That will 
feel good, but it won’t last long; or as Jesus put it,  
 
Woe to you who laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep. Luke 6:25b  18

 
And yes, the rebuke of the wise, on the other hand, is painful at first. The truth about 
your mortality hurts! But it’s meant to give you life in the long run.  And to be one of the 19

wise who speaks such a rebuke means--once again--going there and digging into 
sadness. It means taking the risk of ruining the relationship by speaking something you 
know will be painful to that person. And it means allowing yourself to be affected by 
seeing people oppressed. That’s not an easy thing!  
 
The calling of a Christian today includes embracing the sadness of a world where most 
people have no one actively confronting them with the truth. Now, there is more to the 
calling of a Christian than that, but there is not less! That’s hard. Thus the Preacher 
acknowledges in verse 7, 

 
Surely oppression drives the wise into madness, 
    and a bribe corrupts the heart. Ecclesiastes 7:7 
 

It’s tempting for the wise to fight the foolishness with foolishness. And sometimes in our 
fatigue or frustration or despair we can end up participating in the oppression ourselves.

 We speak truth, but not in love.  We withdraw from fools because we worry what 20 21

others think.  We become proud of the wisdom we’ve been given. To the wise, then, 22

the Preacher shows us what’s good, beginning in verse 8:  
 
Better is the end of a thing than its beginning, 

18 Greidanus, Loc 2215-2218; Ryken, 155-156 
19 Ryken, 156 
20 Eswine, 186 
21 Ephesians 4:15 
22 Galatians 2:11-14 
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    and the patient in spirit is better than the proud in spirit. Ecclesiastes 7:8 
 

Wise brothers and sisters, because in this battle you’re going to get it wrong sometimes, 
evaluating yourself based on the final product God will have made of you is much better 
than measuring yourself right now.  
 
And along those same lines, walking patiently with God in his timing for your growth and 
change is much better than proudly outrunning him. You can’t make yourself a spiritual 
superhero overnight, and you can’t change the whole world overnight.  To try is not 23

wise, and you’ll just end up looking like my two year-old when she can’t do something. 
Except you  might get a hernia. Which is why the Preacher warns,  

 
Be not quick in your spirit to become angry, 
    for anger lodges in the heart of fools. Ecclesiastes 7:9 
 

When we’re proud of ourselves, we not only look down on fools, but we have little 
patience for them. We’re quick to condemn, and find ourselves expecting non-Christians 
to act like Christians, or Christians to always act like saints. But in so doing, we fall right 
back into our old foolishness. This is why Jesus said, 
 
everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his 
brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable to the hell 
of fire. Matthew 5:22 
 
He didn’t say this because he just really didn’t like the word “fool”. He said it because 
being quick to get angry means being slow to remember grace, the grace God has 
given us. And when God’s grace isn’t lodged in our hearts, we certainly are  in danger of 
hell’s fire.  When we’re proud, we don’t see much of a need for God or his grace. Thus 24

we can easily mow down not only our brother, but entire generations of people. The 
Preacher calls this out in verse 10: 

 
Say not, “Why were the former days better than these?” 
    For it is not from wisdom that you ask this. Ecclesiastes 7:10 
 

A longing for “the good ol’ days” is fool’s talk. It basically says the people of our time are 
worse than the people of another time. Or, to put it another way, the people of the good 

23 Eswine, 186-187 
24 Greidanus, Loc 2227-2233 
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ol’ days were better than the people of today--and we belong among them.  We think 25

we deserve to inherit a better name than the generation into which we were born. But is 
that what’s good? A restoration of the good ol’ days? The Preacher says, “No... 

 
Wisdom is good with an inheritance, 
    an advantage to those who see the sun. Ecclesiastes 7:11 
 

What a better inheritance! To have the wisdom of knowing that we all fall short of the 
glory of God; that all generations pass away like the grass we cut over and over.  If you 26

are alive, and you are laying this to heart, it is a far better gift than fantasizing about the 
good ol’ days. “For,” the Preacher says, 

 
the protection of wisdom is like the protection of money, 
    and the advantage of knowledge is that wisdom preserves the life of him who has it. 
Ecclesiastes 7:12 

 
Like money, wisdom isn’t the end-all be-all, but it can help you out in a pinch. It provides 
a certain measure of security. But where money only preserve your life, wisdom can 
preserve your soul. How? Because it always points to what’s good.   27

 
III. Two Answers About What’s Good - 7:13-14 
 
This brings us to the Preacher’s two answers about what’s good. Remember the 
questions that started all this? The first one was “who knows what is good for man while 
he lives the few days of his vain life, which he passes like a shadow?” The Preacher just 
walked through twelve proverbs to find an answer. And here it is in verse 13:  
 

Consider the work of God: 
    who can make straight what he has made crooked? Ecclesiastes 7:13 

 
How do we know what’s good? By meditating on this: that we cannot know what only 
God knows, and we cannot do what only God does. You can’t fix what’s broken in the 
world! To try is to put yourself in the place of God. Instead, look to God in all the 
tensions of life.  28

 

25 Eswine, 187 
26 Psalm 90:5-6, 103:15; Isaiah 40:6-7 
27 Ryken, 160; Greidanus, Loc 2245-2254 
28 Eswine, 188-189 
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The second question was “who can tell man what will be after him under the sun?” And 
here’s the Preacher’s answer after the twelve proverbs, in verse 14: 

 
In the day of prosperity be joyful, and in the day of adversity consider: God has made 
the one as well as the other, so that man may not find out anything that will be after him. 
Ecclesiastes 7:14 
 
If we are looking to God in all the tensions of life, then that means we are free to be 
joyful in the day of prosperity. We don’t have to worry if it’s ok to be happy about 
something good that’s happened to us. We are free to give all thanks to God. And we 
also don’t have to figure out everything in the day of adversity. We are free to simply 
consider that God has placed boundaries around us so that we cannot know the future.

 29

 
Conclusion 
 
“So that’s it?” you might ask. “Are these the answers we’ve been on this journey for?” 
Yes--if you lived in the day of the Old Testament. But you have the special gift of living 
in a different time, and having greater wisdom at your fingertips than the Preacher had 
in his whole lifetime. Consider Jesus,  
 
...in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. Colossians 2:3 
 
He was the second Adam who didn’t chase his own intentions, but looked to God in all 
tensions of life. But more than an example we try to follow, he himself was the good 
hidden in all the less-than-ideal options of our world. The Bible tells us that whether we 
know him or not, 
 
from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. John 1:16 
 
And that the only reason the world hasn’t completely unraveled by now is because 
 
he is before all things, and in him all things hold together. Colossians 1:17 
 
And with the willing sacrifice of his life on the cross, which was the eclipse of everything 
good, he rose again to restore everything good. That means he not only has the ability 

29 Eswine, 189 
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to redeem you to who you were intended to be, but to redeem a less-than-ideal world 
and all the tensions that go with it. The Bible puts it this way, 
 
19 For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 20 and through him to 
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the 
blood of his cross. Colossians 1:19-20 
 
That doesn’t mean the tensions go away, just that you can have power over them. On 
the mountaintop, you are free give all credit to Jesus. In the valley, you are free to rest 
that he allows it for your good. And in the face of your greatest enemy, death, you don’t 
have to sit in the graveyard with the Preacher and pine over not knowing what comes 
after you. You are free to look to Jesus at all times and know exactly where you are 
headed. That  is what brought him from heaven to earth, to 
 
free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. Hebrews 2:15, 
NIV  30

 
And that  is what’s good, man.  
 
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 what’s good, 
man.  
 
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. 
  

30 Eswine, 179 
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