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“Life Together” Ecclesiastes 4:4-12 
WCP 

Intro 
It was the summer of 2013 when I embarked on one of the more challenging 

experiences of my life, where I tried to assemble an entire IKEA bunk-bed set entirely on my 
own.  Now, I’ve made no secret of the fact over the years that I have something of a love/hate 
relationship with IKEA furniture; by which I mean I love the price and hate almost everything 
else about it.  I don’t like trying to find the product I’m looking for amongst that sea of 
cardboard boxes on the shelves; I don’t like trying to maneuver those carts through the store; 
and I hate trying to fit those randomly-sized boxes into my car.  But above all those other 
things, what I hate most of all is the assembly process; it just makes me go to dark places in my 
heart. 

But now, this was no longer just a cute side table or shelves that can barely hold the 
weight of a coffee cup, this was bunk-beds! And after hours of labor and ridiculous feats of 
balancing, what I should have known from the beginning became painfully obvious to me: I 
needed the help of another person; this work was not intended to be completed on my own. 

Now, I’d love to tell you that this was just one isolated example, but the unfortunate 
reality is that my family also attends this church with me and they could tell you different.  The 
truth is, I do this kind of thing all the time: from trying to carry all the groceries in from the car 
in one trip to trying to deal with sin issues throughout my life; it seems that, somehow, I always 
need to end up stuck before I’m willing to admit that I need the help of others.  The first 
problem with that is that it’s inefficient and increases the likelihood of injuring myself 1000X. 
But the deeper problem with that, is that it’s contrary to the way God designed us. 

It’s easy to miss, but in the creation account described for us in Genesis, when God is 
adding human beings into the mix, He clearly says, “Let us make man in our image, in our 
likeness.” Which means that we are made in the image/likeness of a God who - among other 
things - lives in perfect/eternal/unbroken community within Himself as Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit; it means we’re hard-wired for community whether you’re the most extreme extrovert 
you know or the most committed introvert; it means we need each other! 

And yet, since the fall in Genesis 3 – in one way or another – every one of us regularly 
tries to live in denial of that reality; living in ways that are contrary to our designed need for 
community even as we continue to long for it. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German pastor, theologian living in Nazi Germany during the 
second world war. And in 1939 he published his now famous book “Life Together” which was, 
essentially, a treatise on Christian community and how that’s connected to our image-bearing 
of God. In that treatise he wrote, “We are members of a body, not only when we choose to be, 
but in our whole existence. Every member serves the whole body, either to its health or to its 
destruction. This is no mere theory; it is a spiritual reality. And the Christian community has 
often experienced its effects with disturbing clarity, sometimes destructively and sometimes 
fortunately.” Which is, ultimately, just reminding us that we are designed for community 
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whether we like it or not, and that there are consequences when we seek to live contrary to 
that design. 

 
We’re continuing in our series this morning through the book of Ecclesiastes called A 

Chasing After the Wind.  And, although it was written centuries before Bonhoeffer, king 
Solomon – who is the author of Ecclesiastes – is going to tell us almost the exact same thing as 
it relates to our designed need for community as well as the ways we destroy community when 
we seek to live contrary to that design. 

And to understand why God would design us that way as well as to see what he has to 
say about how we can avoid patterns of thinking/behavior that destroy community, I want to 
look at our passage this morning is just two ways.   

I want to show you Three hindrances to community and then Three pictures of true 
community (x2).   

So, if you’ve closed your bibles, please open them again to Ecclesiastes 4:4 and follow 
along with me as we look at Solomon’s ancient treatise life together under the sun.   
 
 
 
 
 
So, let’s look first of all at: 

1. Three hindrances to community – vss. 4-8 
So, again, the teaching of the bible is that all human beings are made in the image/likeness 

of God, and, that that this triune God (Father, Son, Holy Spirit) in whose image we’ve been 
created is an infinitely relational God. Which means that we were designed for 
relationship/community with one another as well as relationship/community with God. And we 
had that relationship/community with each other and with God for all of two chapters in the 
bible’s story, before Adam and Eve rebelled against God and that community was fractured.   

And in these first four verses of our passage, what Solomon is doing, essentially, is giving us 
three descriptions of behaviors we still practice today that are contrary to our design and which 
bring about a continued loss of that community.  No, you may not see yourself in all of his 
descriptions, but I think you’ll very likely recognize yourself in at least one. 

And the behaviors he describes that are hindrances to community are as follows: 
Domination, Disengagement, Deprivation. (x2) 

Let’s look first of all at Domination; we see this in vs. 4 – look with me there.  Solomon says 
(READ vs. 4).  Now, Solomon has already gone to great lengths in the previous chapters to show 
us that our work/toil is a good thing to be enjoyed/a true gift from God’s hand as long as we’re 
not looking to it to find meaning/purpose in our lives that can only truly be found in God 
Himself.  But, of course in a world stained/broken by sin, even good things can become harmful 
things.  And what Solomon is describing here is the way in which we can pour ourselves into our 
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work/strive after all these achievements in life, not for the sake of enjoying God’s good gift of 
work and the benefits it offers us in our days under the sun, but b/c we look at what others 
around us have and we want the same (or better) for ourselves.  In his commentary on 
Ecclesiastes, Derek Kidner says it this way: we can come up with all kinds of exceptions to rule, 
“but the fact remains that all too much of our hard work and high endeavor is mixed with the 
craving to outshine or not to be outshone.”  

And I don’t think it’s an overstatement to say that this behavior is only stoked/fueled at an 
even greater level in the world we live in today, with the prevalence of social media in the 
hands of everyone from Grandma to grandchild.  I mean, we just have access now to compare 
our stuff with everyone else’s stuff now in a way that someone in Solomon’s day couldn’t have 
even imagined! 

So, what this looks like is, now, rather than just living out our days under the sun being 
content with what we have, we live in a constant state of envy/competition with everyone; 
where I’m trying to dominate over everyone else around me, even those who are closest to me. 
So, I no longer buy shoes b/c the old pair has worn out and I am blessed to be able to purchase 
a new pair, I work/slave (or even go into debt) b/c I need to buy that pair of shoes, with that 
label (UGGs/Monolo Blahnik/Fleuvog) so that I can match/exceed what I see that my friends 
have; I no longer exercise to be healthy and steward the body God has given me with 
contentment, I work/slave, starve myself/surgically alter myself even, so that I can look like the 
Instagram/Facebook posts from my neighbor’s vacation.  It’s “keeping up with the Jones’” gone 
wild! 

But, can we just be honest with each other this morning and agree that competition like 
that is devastating to community; we can’t truly be in community with those we’re trying to 
dominate?  Author Steven Meyers said it this way, “If companionship [community/relationship] 
is true good, then labor that alienates oneself can only impoverish no matter what the material 
gain may be.” 

So, that’s what Domination looks like.  If you look at vs. 5, here we see the next hindrance 
to community Disengagement.  Solomon writes (READ vs. 5).  Now, I don’t know if it was 
“politically correct” day when the translators of the NIV were working on this verse or what, but 
when you look at the original Greek text the verse reads like this, “The fool folds his hands and 
eats his own flesh!” Or as Kidner, again, puts it, “His idleness eats away not only what he has 
but also what he is.”  

Now, we’ve already seen that Solomon likes to do comparative analysis/show the extreme 
ends of both sides of whatever he’s looking at.  So, what he’s presenting here is simply the 
opposite end of the spectrum from the guy working himself like crazy to meet/exceed the 
standard of what he sees his neighbor has, to – now – describing a guy who couldn’t be 
bothered to meet the standards of anyone!  A guy who just – no matter what you invite him 
to/try to include him in/ask him to help serve in – his response is always, “Meh!  I dunno; my 
week is already super busy … with stuff.  Probably can’t make that.” Or, they do come to the 
event/work day/whatever but then they just sit off in the corner somewhere on their 
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iPhone/earbuds in the whole time and then leave after the lunch break.  Do you have any idea 
how hard it is to build community with someone who is as disengaged as that?  Disengagement 
is deadly to community. Why?  b/c true, deep community where you’re really doing life 
together takes work/effort/willingness to be vulnerable/get your hands dirty.  And, in the end, 
what Solomon is saying here is that the disengaged person is not only deadly to community, 
they’re also deadly to themselves; that – figuratively speaking anyways – they devour 
themselves as a result of their disengagement from community. 

Finally, the last hindrance to community Solomon lists we see in vs. 8 – look with me there.  
He writes (READ vs. 8).  Here Solomon describes the one who Deprives themselves of 
community, not b/c they’re not around people, but b/c they’re so inwardly focused/driven that 
they have no time/space to connect deeply with anyone.  If you look at the first half of vs. 8a 
Solomon’s description of this man’s “alone-ness” is very telling; he says, “he had neither son 
nor brother.”  Do you know what that means?  It means he very likely is married and has 
children, he just doesn’t have in an heir (son/brother) to leave his stuff to. That’s why he asks 
the question, “For whom am I toiling?”  Which sounds very much like what Solomon described 
a few weeks ago, when he tested work to see whether or not it could give him 
meaning/purpose; and found that all he had worked for would have to be handed over to 
someone who hadn’t worked for/wouldn’t appreciate it. And I think the “enjoyment” this man 
speaks about depriving himself of at the end of vs. 8b is simply true, deep connection with his 
wife and his daughters.  And why did he deprive himself?  The middle of vs. 8 tells us plainly: 
b/c he pursued wealth like a madman but it was never enough; he was the billionaire whose 
answer to the question of, “How much money is enough?” was always “Just a little bit more.”  
“To be unhappy at home” said Samuel Johnson, “is the ultimate result of ambition.”  And when 
you deprive yourself of community with family/friends/church b/c “you just don’t have the 
time” then you truly are alone and you leave those longing for community with you alone as 
well. 

 
App 

Now, thinking about that is already difficult enough; and I wonder how many of you 
recognized yourselves in some of those descriptions of behaviors/attitudes that hinder 
community?  But here’s the thing that makes all this even more difficult:  every single one of 
those people still wants and desires community/relationship; they still want it even as they’re 
acting in ways that destroy it/make it impossible.   

But the common thread through each one of those hindrances to community, is also the 
solution to regaining it.  And we see it in vs. 6 - look back with me there.  Solomon says (READ 
vs. 6).   Do you know what that means?  It means the problem causing community to be lost, as 
well as the solution to regaining community, all centers around contentment.  What is “one 
handful” as opposed to two?  Well, it’s one less than two handfuls, but it’s also one more than 
none.  Jeremiah Burrows said it like this: we think that contentment means raising our 
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possessions up to the level of our desires. But true contentment is found, he said, when a man 
can bring his desires down to his possessions.  

Think about it: the man who deprives himself of community he does so b/c he’s never 
content with what he has; the one who dominates in community is never content with what 
other people have; and the one who disengages from community is content with what he 
shouldn’t be content with.  Contentment is both the problem and the solution to lost 
community.  Which - if you’re here this morning and truly feeling disconnected/isolated/left out 
– should lead you to ask: is the problem really with the community/is it really that everyone is 
shutting me out, or, do I actually just have a contentment problem; and the one truly hindering 
community right now is me? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Ok, so those are three hindrances to community. The last thing I want to look at with you this 
morning is: 

2. Three pictures of true community – vss. 9-12 
And these last few verses are interesting and they’ll very likely sound familiar to you if 

you’ve ever been to a wedding ceremony before; because these verse are very often read - 
particularly at Christian weddings - to describe in more detail what God said succinctly in Gen. 
2:18, viz. “It is not good for the man to be alone.” 

But, what I’d like to suggest to you this morning is that - while these verses certainly do 
include the beauty of community experienced within a marriage – to limit them to describing 
only that would be a great mistake; and I say that particularly for those of you who are single 
here this morning; b/c too often in our churches today, we can lift up the beauty of marriage to 
a place that makes anyone who’s not/can’t get married feel as though they’re relegated to some 
sort of lower class in the family of God; and that’s just not the case at all.  Marriage is absolutely 
one of God’s beautiful gifts to us in this life, but it is not the pinnacle of all relationships; a 
relationship with Jesus is; and when we forget that we get caught up saying in all kinds of romantic 
sounding stuff that actually has no basis in the bible. 

So, what we don’t have here is solely a description of a marriage relationship, but what we 
absolutely do have in these closing verses of our passage is three pictures/examples of what true 
community looks like, as well as, a description of the blessings that come when we live in 
accordance with our relational design.   

And the three pictures I see Solomon giving us here are: Accountability, Affection, Advocacy 
(x2).  
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Solomon gives a kind of preface to those three pictures, in his thesis statement in vs. 9 – look 
with me there.  Solomon says (READ vs. 9).  “Good return” here, is the same as to say that they 
earn superior wages/complete their work with greater profit and even efficiency than one could 
achieve on their own; a principle that is often summed up by the well-known proverb, “Many 
hands make light work.” 

And the first blessing/advantage of community that Solomon lists we see in vs. 10 – look with 
me there.  Now, yes, there’s an obvious description of rescue going on here, but – unless you’re 
someone who is especially frail/clumsy/learning to snowboard I don’t know too many other 
people that literally fall down all that much.  But, I do know people who fall/get knocked down 
by the trials of life or temptations to sin all the time; that describes everybody I know.  And, in 
light of that truth, I think the first picture of true community that Solomon gives us here is one of 
Accountability; of having someone there to help us up/call us back/pull us out whenever we fall.  
B/c – of course - one of the most destructive attitudes in any community is hiding our 
failures/fallings and telling ourselves that we can get out of it/”fix it” on our own.  And having 
others around us who commit to “help us up” when we fall is the first picture of community that 
Solomon says brings “good return” for our work. 

The next picture is in vs. 11 - look there with me.  Now Solomon says (READ vs. 11).  Now, of 
course, this clearly has implications within marriage, and it’s not wrong to think of a good 
spooning-snuggle with your spouse on a cold night; that’s exactly why I called this picture 
Affection. But well beyond that, any of you who have ever taken wilderness survival 
training/trained as a lifeguard will know that part of that training is understanding how shared 
body heat can mean the difference between life or death if your floating in the ocean waiting to 
be rescued/discover someone suffering from hypothermia and you can’t immediately get them 
into a warm place.  Just consider alone the life-giving warmth that an affectionate community 
can offer us in world that – all too often – can be a cold, isolating place to live. 

Finally, the last picture Solomon gives us of true community is Advocacy and you see this in 
the vs. 12.  Solomon says (READ vs. 12).  Now, the last part of vs. 12 in particular has been given 
all kinds of different interpretations from picturing the Trinity, to God holding a married couple 
together, even to the addition of kids into a family to bring it stability; and I think all of those 
things could certainly make use of this analogy.  But, big picture, do you know what Solomon is 
primarily trying to communicate with that statement?  That a cord of three strands is really hard 
to break; that is, that there’s great strength in numbers that we don’t have as individuals.  And 
whether the battle is physical/spiritual, political/psychological; whatever it is that threatens to 
overpower us, how comforting does it feel to know you have a community of brothers and sisters 
battling beside you and advocating for you? To know that whatever opposition you face in life 
doesn’t have to be faced alone? 
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App 
It’s funny to think about, but I think one of the reasons we read vss. 9-12 – whether you’re 

a Christian here this morning or not - and find ourselves nodding our heads in agreement; even 
thinking, “Well of course that’s better!” is b/c what Solomon is doing here is describing a life lived 
out in accordance with God’s design for us.  The same way a fish who flops out of a net and back 
into the ocean feels like, “Yeah!  This feels way better here than there.”  The same way driving 
on the correct side of the road feels way less stressful b/c you’re not constantly trying to swerve 
out of the path of oncoming cars; Solomon’s pictures of true community feel/sound right to us 
b/c they are right, and b/c they’re in accordance with the way that God designed us. 

Or as Philip Ryken says in his book on Ecclesiastes, “The ‘buddy system’ is not just for 
school field trips and swimming in the ocean; it is God’s plan for our life and service to Him.  It has 
been this way since the beginning …”  

My question for you, as it relates to all that Solomon just described is: are you living in 
accordance with that design and making use of the community God has placed around you?  
It’s all well and good to nod in agreement with Solomon’s pictures here, but are you actually 
making yourself accountable to those who love/care about you ? Are you receiving and returning 
the warmth of community that each one of us needs so badly in this life?  Are you admitting your 
need for others to stand beside you, and standing beside others when they reveal that need to 
you?  This is what we were designed for and the way God set up things to work.   

So, why are you still trying to put on a brave face and act like you don’t need anyone?  Why 
are you still “planning” to get more connected one day when you’re in desperate need of it right 
now? Why are you still watching someone on the brink of falling and thinking, “Man, someone 
should really do something to help them”?  Just like the fish out of water, living outside of God’s 
design is suffocating to the human soul; and believing that somehow you’re the exception to the 
rule will only leave you chasing after the wind. 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 

In the end, the question that haunts me most of all is, “Why?”  If I am designed to be 
relational b/c I am made in the image and likeness of a relational God, and, if the benefits of 
community are plainly obvious, why do I still find myself so often outside of community?  Or, why 
do I know my need for community, but still find myself being one of the hindrances to it? 

I think there’s a lot of different answers to that question; the most basic being that – since 
the entry of sin into the world – our desires are now very often dis-ordered; not in accordance 
with God’s good design for us.  But beyond that, I think another reason we don’t regularly engage 
in community is b/c – whether explicitly or instinctively – all of us knows that being in community 
involves a cost to us; a cost that we don’t want to have to pay. 
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Commenting on our passage, one theologian noted, “Such demands are not explicit here, 
but there would hardly be the need to set out the benefits of partnership if it involved no cost.  Its 
obvious price is a person’s independence: henceforth he must consult another’s interest and 
convenience, listen to another’s reasoning, adjust to another’s pace and style, keep faith with 
another’s trust.”   

And I think, in the end, the reality is that the reason we so often live outside of 
community/act in ways that hinder it, is b/c we’re not willing to pay the price to have it.  We want 
all the benefits of community without having to contribute to it ourselves.  

Pastor/author Tim Keller said it this way, “Everyone says they want community and 
friendship.  But mention accountability and commitment and they run the other way.”  

But, we dare not run away from that cost, b/c – along with community with one another 
– the bible is clear that we were also designed for community with God; both so that we could 
know the joy of a restored relationship with Him and so that we could gradually reflect more and 
more of His image/likeness; that’s what Paul says in Romans 8:29, that the purpose of God saving 
us what we might be conformed more and more into the image of His Son. 

But that’s where community becomes even more important; b/c – just like with those 
IKEA bunkbeds - this work was not intended to be completed on my own.  Tim Keller, again, says 
it so well, “Only if you are part of a community of believers, seeking to resemble, serve, and love 
Jesus will you ever get to know Him and grow into His likeness.”  It means we need each other. 

And beyond that even, when we remember that the God of the universe was willing to 
pay the cost of His own Son’s life in order to restore relationship/community with us, is there 
truly any cost that isn’t worth paying to be in community both with the God who created you or 
the brothers and sisters He’s designed you to be in community with?   

There is a cost to community and to enjoying the benefits of life together; absolutely there 
is!  But there is also “good return” for that investment, both for you as well as for those with 
whom you do life together with. 

Let’s pray. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


