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Sometimes people view Ecclesiastes as one of the more depressing books in the Bible. You might turn 
to it in a low moment for the comfort of shared misery or try to avoid it entirely during the gray months of the 
year. And if that’s your first reaction on hearing this passage this morning, that makes sense. No fewer than 
five times in the book’s twelve chapters Ecclesiastes’ Teacher says, “Meaningless, meaningless, everything is 
meaningless!” This isn’t a book that will fill your mind and heart with cheap or easy encouragement.  

But I wanted to spend some time with this passage today because what it shows us about human work 
and human limits is ultimately hopeful. There is honest encouragement here for those who work. And the 
workers are all of us. You might be paid or unpaid. If you’re a student, you’re working. If you are a parent or 
caregiver who spends all your daytime hours, and many nighttime ones too, at home with a loved one, you’re 
working. If you’re a retired person with a range of grandparenting or volunteer responsibilities, you’re 
working. Many of you are also currently hashing out a life dominated by work for an income. The way we 
spend our hours and earn money matters a lot for our life satisfaction. Sometimes we just need a job; 
something to provide for our needs or the needs of our family. Other times we have the gift of pursuing work 
in a realm that fits our interests and skills.   

How to make a living, and how to make a life, matters a lot because we spend ⅓ of our lives on it. It’s a 
front and center concern for those in early adulthood exploring what work arena to enter. It catches us at 
midlife as we wonder whether to dig in where we are or to change tracks. And it’s a topic for reflection and 
shared wisdom borne of experience when the bulk of our working years are behind us. 

Pulitzer Prize winning author and broadcaster Studs Terkel wrote this about work: “Work is about a 
search for daily meaning as well as daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than 
torpor, in short, for a sort of life rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying.” What makes for a 
meaningful life? How do the limits of our lives shape our labor? These are burning questions for the writer of 
Ecclesiastes. And they are for us too.     

First let’s talk about some of the limits of our labor. In the first verses that we read together this 
morning, the Teacher is bothered by the evils that he has seen “under the sun.” He’s seen misery come to 
someone who hoarded their wealth; and he’s watched a bad business deal evaporate a family’s savings and 
bankrupt its children. Whether wealthy or penniless, the same earthly end awaits both the hoarder and the 
heir. It all feels so pointless. Sounding an awful lot like Job, the Teacher says, “Everyone comes naked from 
their mother’s womb, and as everyone comes, so they depart. They take nothing from their toil that they can 
carry in their hands. This too is a grievous evil…. What do they gain, since they toil for the wind?” 

What we build, achieve and amass in life can’t go with us in death. In the very best cases, the effects of 
our work might outlast us. But we ourselves are not unlimited or even especially powerful. We don’t really 
control much beyond the span of our own two arms. This kind of stark clarity about our lives can send people 
into a quest to seize the day and have all the fun they can. It can also ignite a drive to invest the time they 
have in meaningful ways.  
  In addition to the limitations of our lifespans, we experience the limits of frustration in our work.  
Sometimes we feel like we’re “toiling for the wind.” Our efforts don’t return the outcome we sought.  
Financial investments go wrong, as they did in our text. We chip away for months on work problems that defy 
solutions. Despite our most skilled and conscientious care, the patient in our practice isn’t getting better. We 
work and work and work, and somehow it never seems to be enough. This is what toiling for the wind feels 
like. I bet sometimes you’ve been there. I know I have. 



 

The catastrophic loss of finances or the experience of futility in our work makes us bump up against the 
limits of what we can control. They can make life seem cold, hard, and empty. But it’s important to notice 
something. When the Teacher sounds his most defeated notes about life and work on this earth, it’s when 
he’s talking about life “under the sun,” life apart from the gaze of a good and purposeful God. Life “under the 
sun” is something quite different from life “under God.” 

By the last chapter of Ecclesiastes, at the end of his searching and striving for meaning, the Teacher 
says, “Here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the duty of 
everyone.” Living with reverence and love before the face of God in our otherwise meaningless days makes all 
the difference for our fulfillment and joy. That’s what you’d expect to hear from me as a Christian preacher, 
right? Christians believe we live not only as residents of this earth but also, critically, Coram Deo - before God’s 
face. This makes us a people of great and grounded hope even when things are wrong around us.    

In contrast to the “evils” the Teacher has seen, in chapter 5 verse 18 he turns his attention, surprise, 
surprise, to something good. His language really highlights this. It’s good, even beautiful, he says, for people to 
eat and drink and find satisfaction, literally, to see the good, of all their toilsome labor under the sun, for this is 
their lot, their reward. 

So how about we take a breath and see what is good? It is good…to recognize incremental progress as 
you study a subject that is hard for you. It is good…to push a design project over the finish line with your 
colleagues after almost a year of negotiations and revisions. It is good…to notice the clean floor after you 
swept toddler puffs for the thirteenth time. It is good…to feel the trust of a client who refers a family member 
to your business. It is good to enjoy the rewards of work completed and done well.  

When our hard work meets with success it is so sweet. When the effort is momentarily over and we 
exhale in satisfaction, our hearts echo the heartbeat of God at creation. “God saw that it was good….” “God 
saw that it was very good… and on the seventh day God rested from all his work.” 

Make no mistake. Seeing and delighting in the work of our hands is one of the greatest joys of this life. 
It’s about as good as things get. When we can take delight in our work, when we have the ability to use our 
income to provide for our needs and enjoy good food and drink this, the Teacher says, is God’s gift. Noticing it 
is our reward as heirs of a Creator whose work is always ongoing and whose working capacity far outpaces 
ours. 

Any work we do with God and for his honor brings him praise and contributes to his big project to 
restore creation. It can include doing laundry or performing music. It can be solitary for a time or done 
surrounded by other people. Work done with a desire to glorify God is never a toiling for the wind. We “give 
ourselves fully to the work of the Lord,” as the Apostle Paul writes, “because we know that our labor in the 
Lord is not in vain.” Your labor in the Lord includes your day job throughout the week and your volunteer time 
in church or in the community. Jesus invites those who are weary to be yoked with him, to walk with him and 
work with him and rest in him. Through Jesus and by the Spirit’s lift what we do is somehow woven into a 
living kingdom that does outlast us. We participate meaningfully in God’s patient work that is both here and 
now and far beyond us.  

As we do our work in the context of God’s long, patient work to redeem creation, trusting that given to 
God it is not a toiling after the wind, I want to return to the matter of our limits. Because we’re not only 
limited by our lifespan; we’re also limited within our lifetimes. When you bump into the boundaries of your 
knowledge or skills at work; or your body starts talking back because you need rest or food or movement or 
care;  when you recognize changing abilities and challenges in what you can do across different seasons of 
your life, are you likely to see these things as obstacles or failures in your work and service to God? Or do you 
see finitude simply as an aspect of your created nature rather than a bug? 

I tend to see my human limits as a bug, or to be suspicious that I might not be working hard enough. 
There’s a saying attributed to St. Augustine that goes like this: “Pray as if everything depended on God, and 
work as if everything depended on you.” As a spur not to pursue prayer alone at the expense of diligent effort, 
this saying is absolutely right. But in tradition that inherited a Calvinist work ethic, I need the corrective of 



 

recognizing my dependence on God in my effort as well as by my prayers. Recognizing human limits is a 
process I’m slowly growing into. 

Kelly Kapic is a professor of theological studies at Covenant College in Georgia who published a book in 
2022 called You’re Only Human. The book won a Christianity Today book award, and in it Kapic contends that 
even though many of us live with shame about our human limits, they are not themselves sinful. Rather, Kapic 
says, limits ground us, remind us that we are not God, and show us that we need each other. Our humanity, 
with its accompanying constraints, is the framework we’re given to pursue lives of meaning and purpose with 
others and with our Lord. 

This week I read an interview Kapic did about the book. “I am not opposed to facing my guilt and 
repenting for ways I have hurt others, been hardened toward God, or mistreated his creation. Repentance is a 
gift,” Kapic said. “But this lingering accusation of ‘not doing enough’ or ‘not being enough’ sounded to me less 
like the God of the Scriptures and more like Ben Franklin, who said, “Time is money.” The economic metaphor 
of efficiency and productivity had clearly formed me in ways I didn't realize… “Productivity and efficiency had 
become my highest values… and while God values those things, they are certainly not his highest values. Love 
is! God has always been comfortable taking his time, delighting in process, slow growth, and development.” 

When the writer of Ecclesiastes reminds us of our limited lifespan, when he reminds us that it is good 
and beautiful for us to eat and drink and find satisfaction in the good of our work, he is not telling us to 
transcend our creaturely limits. The rewards of the work themselves remind us of our dependence and the 
nature of our lives. 

Ecclesiastes 5:19-20: “When God gives someone wealth and possessions, and the ability to enjoy them, 
to accept their lot and be happy in their toil—this is a gift of God. They seldom reflect on the days of their life, 
because God keeps them occupied with gladness of heart. 

Who has shared with you the gift of a glad heart in the midst of work done for others and God? I think 
right away of one of the deans in the office where I worked as a college student. Her job involved a lot of 
student discipline meetings, and though she was clearly skilled for that kind of work, the work was far from 
easy. At the end of a long day when we were closing down the office, she would often say, “Well, it’s time to 
go home. Let’s save some fun for tomorrow.” It strikes me that this is a great way to conclude our workdays as 
Christians. I’ve started saying it myself sometimes. It reminds me that the work is always ongoing;  that it’s 
punctuated by pauses for rest, and that we can carry it with a little bit of levity that fits us as finite creatures 
entrusted with real responsibilities. 

So, dear friends, today and tomorrow as you reflect on work, go out in the dignity and dependence 
that fits us as creatures whose Lord Jesus took on our humanity. Rest in the confidence of our eternal God 
who said, “it is good” and rested after his work of creating. Work with good hope in the Spirit’s perseverance 
to complete God’s good work in his creation and in us. And when the work isn’t done, save some fun for 
tomorrow.             ©Rev. Kristy Manion 


