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Time and Chance – Ecclesiastes 9:1-12 
WCP 

Intro 
I don’t know about you, but I hate being wrong; I’m just going to go out on a limb here 

and guess that most of us in here would share that same sentiment.  Now maybe a larger 
percentage of you are more mature than this, but I’m going to guess that some of you in here 
can also identify with the way that I hate being wrong so much, that even when I’m plainly 
shown to be wrong, I will often still continue to try and argue my position; 
testing/theorizing/even scorning over and over again; looking for any sign of weakness in 
someone’s argument so that I can at least be partly right.  I can’t even tell you how many 
disagreements I’ve had with my wife that could have been over days earlier if I would have 
been willing to just admit defeat and move on.   

Or, I don’t know how many of you have seen that YouTube video of the toddler who 
grabs an onion, thinking it’s an apple.  And the mom says, “Don’t eat that, it’s an onion not an 
apple.”  To which the 3-year-old replies, “NO!  It’s an apple!” and he takes a big bite.  Now it’s 
obvious, two seconds in, that the kid realizes their mistake; tears pouring down their 
face/coughing and grimacing at the taste; and yet – rather than just admit they were wrong – 
the kid continues to defiantly munch away on the onion. 

Now, what’s really going on there?  Why is it such a big deal to us that someone else 
could be right about something/have a better plan/know more about a particular subject than 
we do? It’s not everything, but I wonder if one big reason could be that being shown where 
we’re wrong, at some deeper level, tears the illusion of power and control out from our hands 
and places it in another’s, and – let’s be honest – the majority of us (even at three years of age) 
do not like to surrender power to anyone. And from the meekest person in here to the 
proudest, I think we all have some version of William Henley’s Invictus playing on repeat inside 
our heads,  telling ourselves “It matters not how straight the gate, how filled with punishments 
the scroll, I am the mater of my fate, I am the captain of my soul.” 

And yet, as I was thinking about this over the past week as it relates to our passage in 
Ecclesiastes 9, it occurred to me that this same power struggle is actually as old as humanity 
itself.  For in the opening chapters of Genesis, if you know the story, this is where God sets 
Adam in the garden of Eden and tells him he can eat from any tree in the garden except one; 
warning him, “For on the day you eat of it you shall surely die.”  And yet at some point later, the 
serpent comes to Adam and his wife Eve with the most tantalizing of lies, telling them, “You will 
not surely die, you will be like God.” Just think about that offer: the opportunity to prove God 
wrong and to take power from Him!  Sadly, they believe the lie and eat what has been 
forbidden by God; and what is the result? Essentially, God comes to them and says, “You were 
wrong to doubt Me and trust the serpent. See, your disobedience has not made you like Me, 
and to always remind you that you’re not, from now on you and every person after you will 
surely experience death.” 
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Now, yes, that’s awful, but it’s also clear, right?  I mean, you would think there could not 
be a more clear evidence that Adam and Eve were wrong and God was right. Why? B/c 
everybody since them has died! And yet, this is where that exact same pattern I was talking 
about earlier keeps showing up; where, although we have clearly been shown to be wrong, we 
continue to argue the point, now with the God of the universe; testing Him in every way 
possible; unwilling to submit and surrender our illusion of power.  Sometimes we do that by 
ignoring God or trying to explain Him away; other times we do that by trying to obey everything 
we think He wants us to do. But the goal is still the same: we want to tip the balance of power 
back towards us and prove God to be wrong. 

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

Chasing After the Wind.  And for the last number of weeks, we’ve been following Solomon as 
he tests the thesis he begins the book with, viz.  that everything we see/feel/touch in this life 
under the sun is hebel; a Hebrew word translated here as “meaningless” but which lit. just 
means mist/vapor/breath. 

And for some of you, you’ll be excited to hear that our passage today in Ch. 9 is 
something of a hinge chapter in the book, where Solomon now begins to draw his final 
conclusions on everything he has spent a lifetime testing.   

And the conclusion Solomon brings to us this morning is simply this: God was right and 
Adam and Eve were wrong. And the sooner we can just admit that He was right and stop trying 
ignore or avoid the reality of death that we all now face, the sooner we can get to truly enjoying 
the gift of life God has given to us. 

And in order to see how he unpacks that conclusion for us, I want to look at our passage 
this morning in three ways.  Solomon’s going to show us that Death is unavoidable, Death is 
unpredictable, and finally Death is life’s greatest teacher (x2). 

So, if you’ve closed your bibles, please open them again to Ecclesiastes 9 and follow 
along with me so we can work through this conclusion together. 
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So, let’s look at Solomon’s first conclusion: 
1. Death is unavoidable – vss. 1-3 
Look with me at the first half of vs. 1. Solomon says (READ vs. 1a). Now, this is something 

Solomon has been chipping away at all through Ecclesiastes; but now, he’s trying to really drive 
it home for us, and so he just states it matter of factly: those who seem to be righteous in this 
life under the sun and those who seem to be wise, along with everything they do, it’s all in 
God’s hands/He’s the One running this whole show, not us. Which could absolutely be a 
comforting truth, if we also knew that this God is favorably disposed towards us. 

But you see that in the second half of vs. 1b Solomon goes on to say (READ vs. 1b).  Now, 
given everything Solomon says in our passage about life and death, it’s pretty clear that by 
“awaits him” Solomon means “awaits him when he dies.”  Now, you need to know that in the 
bible, whenever it talks about God loving or hating something, it’s very often referring to His 
acceptance or rejection of that person/thing.  So, for instance, in referring to Isaac’s two sons 
Jacob and Esau, the bible says God chose/favored Jacob (the younger son) over Esau (his older 
brother) and the language it uses to describe that choice is this, “Jacob I loved and Esau I 
hated.”  So, what Solomon is getting at here is that, yes, all of our lives are in God’s hands, but, 
when our lives come to an end, we can’t know whether we will experience God’s acceptance or 
His rejection/His favor or His wrath. 

 Which, if you’re like me, sounds completely contrary to what we expect at first; it makes it 
sound like at the end of our lives God’s acceptance or rejection of us is nothing more than a 
coin toss/roll of the dice. Really?!  But, I think what Solomon is saying here makes a lot more 
sense when we understand two things: 

1. From the very beginning of Ecclesiastes, Solomon has made it clear that he is only 
describing life as we all experience it “under the sun”; that’s the phrase he uses 
repeatedly throughout the book. Which means, essentially, life as it can be seen by the 
naked eye.  Derek Kidner in his commentary on this passage says it this way, We have 
only to use our eyes without prejudice , according to Ps. 19 and Rom. 1:19, to see that 
there is a powerful and glorious Creator. But it takes more than observation to discover 
how He is disposed towards us.” So, from what we can observe alone, it’s impossible to 
know how God is disposed towards us. 

2. The reason Solomon says it’s impossible to know that, is b/c of what he goes on to say in 
vs. 2 – look with me there.  He writes (READ vs. 2).  So, he says the reason we can’t 
know whether God’s acceptance or rejection awaits us by mere observation alone, is 
b/c everyone dies, and there’s nothing that anyone does that appears to secure God’s 
deliverance from that destiny. So, sure, wicked person dies, and we don’t really even 
question that, but a righteous person as well? A bad person dies, fine; but a good 
person too?  And his list just goes on and on, but, by the end, it’s no surprise at all to get 
to vs. 3 and see Solomon describe this reality as, “the evil in everything that happens 
under the sun.” 
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And if you transfer this same reality to today, I don’t think we’d describe it any 
differently, would we?  Osama Bin Laden orchestrates the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and we 
celebrate when he gets taken out by Navy Seals, but a crowd enjoying a concert getting gunned 
down from a hotel room window? A Nazi war criminal hiding out in a retirement home dies and 
we are undisturbed, but a godly woman who served on the mission field and then led her 
family to know and love Jesus all her days? A grandparent gradually deteriorates and then 
passes one night in their sleep and we say “that’s the way life goes”, but a four year old boy 
with a brain tumor who used to sit in that back pew with his mom and dad? 

And, like Solomon, from our finite viewpoint under the sun, we don’t know how else to 
describe it except as evil. 
App 

But, given everything we said as we began this morning, we must not fail to recognize 
that what Solomon is ultimately getting at here, is not at all that there aren’t unjust ways that 
people die, only that everybody does.  Death is unavoidable says Solomon and although it might 
look like evil to us as we live out our days under the sun, the fact remains: the warning God 
gave to Adam all the way back at the beginning was right; and no amount of good 
behaviour/religious devotion/swearing of oaths will tip the balance and make God wrong. Did 
you know that obedience to God can be just as much a way of trying to prove Him wrong as 
trying to explain God away and ignore death’s reality?  And, whether you’re a Christian or not 
here today, you need to know that going in; otherwise you’ll try and follow God for all the 
wrong reasons, and then curse Him and walk away when your obedience to Him doesn’t 
change the unavoidable outcome; either for you, or for those you love. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
So that’s Solomon’s first conclusion: death is unavoidable.  The next conclusion is that: 

2. Death is unpredictable – vss. 11-12 
Look with me now to the end of our passage, at vss. 11-12.  Solomon writes (READ vss. 11-

12).  Now, Solomon is reiterating that same theme he just finished describing by showing us the 
unavoidable nature of death. But here, I think what he’s focusing on more is the 
unpredictability of death; that it comes unexpectedly and is not something we can plan for. 

And when you consider the examples he offers us in vs. 11 I think it makes sense why he’d 
describe the seeming randomness of death as being guided by nothing more than “time and 
chance”; you see he says (READ vs. 11b).  Now – again - if you’ve been in church for any length 
of time, that language sounds strange to our ears; it feels like we’ve gone back to the “coin 
toss” view of life and death and it makes it sound like our times aren’t in anyone’s hands! But 
remember, Solomon is only trying to describe life as we experience it under the sun. 
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And once we see it in that light, I think we can understand much more easily what Solomon 
is getting at here in these last two verses. 

If you look closely at the examples Solomon gives in vs. 11 aren’t these all situations with 
what we’d expect to be natural, statistically probable outcomes?  The fastest runner in the 
Olympics: of course they’re going to win the race.  The most technologically advanced military 
in the battle: of course they’re going to win the war. The valedictorian of your graduating class: 
of course they’ll go on to be wealthy and famous.  And yet the difficult truth Solomon points 
out in each example is, “Yeah maybe they will … but not always!”  Which is the reason why 
there are often so many surprises at your high school reunion, and why casino owners are some 
of the wealthiest people around; b/c something may absolutely be statistically probable and yet 
there are a thousand different variables that can make those same statistics useless; and it’s 
not by chance at all that casinos/racetracks coined the phrase “the house always wins in the 
end.” b/c – more often than not – it’s the variables that win the day. 
App 

And the point Solomon wants us to see as he applies this same principle to our death in 
vs. 12 is this: if we can’t even predict these things in life that we should 
mathematically/scientifically be able to predict with accuracy, what makes us think we can have 
any measure of control over the day of our death?  Think about it: time and time again, death 
doesn’t come when we think it should, and there are far too many painful examples in life of 
times when death did come when we didn’t think it should.   
  In the NT, Jesus’ half-brother James applies Solomon’s conclusion this way: he says,  
“Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a 
year there and trade and make a profit’— yet you do not know what tomorrow will bring. What 
is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. Instead you 
ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.’” (James 4:13-15) 
  Death is completely unpredictable to all but the One who holds our times in His hands 
says Solomon.  And just as we can’t use religion to tip the scales of power in our favor, neither 
can we use science or logic to prove wrong what God has said is true. 

 
 
 
So, we’ve seen that Death is unavoidable as well as unpredictable.  The last conclusion 
Solomon has for us is, surprisingly, much more positive than the other two. Finally he want to 
show us that:  

3. Death is life’s greatest teacher – vss. 4-10 
Sandwiched between these two more bleak realities, Solomon brings us a profound and 

beautiful truth; and we see it first of all in vs. 4 – look with me there; he writes (READ vs. 4a); I 
don’t know if it’s the same for you, but with everything Solomon has been saying so far this 
morning, that one sentence feels like coming up for air after swimming to the bottom of a deep 
pool. 
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Now, if you look at the second half of vs. 4b Solomon’s example almost wrecks the moment 
as quickly as he creates it; (READ vs. 4b)We’re like, “…huh?” It’s like Solomon is Johnny Depp 
playing Willy Wonka in Tim Burton’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, where he’s trying super 
hard to engage in normal conversation with people, but it’s obvious he hasn’t spoken with 
another human being in years. And I want to be careful here, b/c this is Vancouver; and I know 
for many people in our city, a dog is much more than just a pet; it’s a legit family member who 
eats at the table with you/has a wardrobe of casual and more dressy outfits/has a cell phone 
plan and a YouTube page.  But what you need to know is that in Solomon’s day, dogs were not 
a domesticated animal like we have today; they were dangerous, dirty scavengers; the ancient 
equivalent of sewer rats.  And so his comparison here - as we’ve seen throughout the book of 
Ecclesiastes - is really between two extreme opposites; a powerful, majestic animal and one of 
the lowest, most-despised animals of that day. 

And why is the living dog better off; why does anyone who is among the living have hope?  
We see the reason in vs. 5 – look with me there.  He writes (READ vs. 5a); they know that they 
will die.  Earlier in Ch. 7:2 Solomon said it this way, “For death is the destiny of every man; the 
living should take this to heart.”  And if you look at everything Solomon goes on to say in the 
rest of vs. 5b – 6 it all has to do with how the dead know nothing any longer/forgotten/they 
never again have any part in anything that happens under the sun. 

Which means, what Solomon is trying to show us is that the knowledge of our death – 
rather than being something to be feared or outrun – can actually teach us something truly 
beautiful about how to live now in the present; or - to continue with the same thought we’ve 
been considering this morning - when we finally stop fighting God/resisting the truth that death 
is unavoidable and unpredictable, we find that even the poorest/most under-privileged among 
us can still have hope during the days He has given us under the sun.  

What is that hope we can presently enjoy?  We see it in vss. 7-10 - look at vs. 7.  He writes 
(READ vss. 7-10). 
App 

Now, maybe you read a list like that and you think, “Yeah.  Ok.  Those things are all 
really nice; they’re definitely things I enjoy.” But they don’t seem all that profound/hopeful to 
you.  But the reason they still seem so ordinary/everyday is b/c they haven’t been unlocked 
with the key of vs. 5.   

Think about it: for the person who truly knows/considers that life is temporary and 
death is unavoidable, a meal among friends with a nice glass of wine is a cherished event you 
have no promise of repeating; for the person who truly knows/considers that life is temporary 
and death is unpredictable, waking up beside your spouse to enjoy another day or to 
passionately pour yourself into work that you love is a gift to be treasured that you have no 
promise of repeating tomorrow.   

And don’t be fooled: I know that if you grew up in church/been a Christian for a while 
now, it can be all too easy to almost look down our nose at the things Solomon describes here; 
to lament the fact that he’s only describing such everyday/earthly experiences and not more 
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lofty/spiritual pursuits, or even an afterlife it seems.  But I love what author David Gibson says 
of such thinking in his book on Ecclesiastes.  He writes, “When God made the world, He made it 
good, and no amount of being a Christian, or being spiritual, ever changes the fact that God put 
you in a physical world with hands and food and drink and culture and relationships and beauty. 
Sin fractures/distorts everything so that we can no longer understand everything. But neither 
does sin un-create everything.” 

Don’t you see? When you live out your days under the sun like this, death is no longer a 
problem to be solved or an argument to be won, it becomes life’s greatest teacher; and all the 
effort we once gave to resisting death, can now be used instead for hopeful living in this 
present life under the sun as a daily gift form God’s hand, even as we wait expectantly for our 
future life with Him. 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 

When we began this series months ago,  I offered you a picture from Charles Dickens’ 
classic novel A Christmas Carol.  There, a bitter, miserly Ebenezer Scrooge is utterly transformed 
in how he lives out his remaining days under the sun in a single night - not by a picture of the 
past or even a troubling view of the present – but, ultimately, by a devastatingly truthful picture 
of the future that awaits us all: his unavoidable, unpredictable death; the past and the present 
moved him, but only his inevitable death in the future had sufficient power to transform the 
way he lived from that day forward. 

I believe Solomon’s words to us today are meant to bring about the very same 
transformation in the hearts and lives of every one of us who hears them. 

Maybe you’re here today and you don’t yet have a saving relationship with Jesus; I think 
there is still benefit in Solomon’s words here for you regardless, although I would ask you to 
consider the superior/eternal benefit that comes from being in relationship with the One who 
holds all our times in His hands. 

But if you do know Jesus, we have an even greater responsibility for how we respond to 
what Solomon says here; b/c – for us - we know that the unavoidable, unpredictable nature of 
death – once so frightening and intimidating a reality - has now been utterly transformed in the 
death of Jesus.  The prophet Isaiah as well as the apostle Paul describe what Jesus did for us in 
His substitutionary death on the cross and then His resurrection as “swallowing up death in 
victory.” Which is not at all to say that we are unmoved/unaffected by death any longer; 
absolutely we are; death hurts/stings/steals and we are right to grieve its effects.  But, if God 
would send Jesus to die in our place and raise Him back to life - forever securing our own 
resurrection when we put our faith in Him – it simply means (as Paul says elsewhere) that we 
no longer grieve as those who have no hope. 
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In fact, for the believer in Jesus – in the face of death – we ought to be the most hopeful 
people of all.  For in raising our eyes above the sun and looking to Jesus, now we can know 
what awaits us in the end; now we do know – for all time – that the way God is disposed 
towards His creation, is love. 

Let’s pray. 
 


