
“Living While You Live” (Ecclesiastes 9:1-12) 
 

“DEATH!” There I said it—the infamous “d” word. Death is one of those subjects we don’t like to 
discuss. That’s why it’s a subject of so many euphemisms. Instead of using the word dead, we say, 
“passed away,” “returned home,” “gone to a better place,” “sleeping in Jesus,” or “went to be with the 
Lord.” At least we use those terms around the church and the funeral home. In less guarded moments, we 
speak of “taking a dirt nap,” “kicking the bucket,” “buying the farm,” “cashing in the chips,” “biting the 
dust,” or the ever-popular “croaked.” Whether we lean to the reverent right or the flippant left, we shy 
away from speaking directly of the ultimate enemy.1 
 
It seems that we are hesitant to come to grips with our impending death. We would rather avoid any 
discussion about it. After all, death is a depressing subject. And who wants to be depressed? Yet, I would 
argue that we are not prepared to live until we are prepared to die. Solomon tackles the subject of death 
head-on. Instead of denying death, he discusses its reality and our response. In Eccl 9:1-12, Solomon 
provides two reminders that will enable us to make the most of our few days on earth.2  
 
1. Death is certain (9:1-6). In this first section, Solomon explains that death is the “Great Equalizer.” 
Death plays no favorites and overlooks no one. Regardless of your strength and wealth, you are going to 
die. In 9:1 Solomon writes, “For I have taken all this to my heart and explain it that righteous men, 
wise men, and their deeds3 are in the hand4 of God. Man does not know5 whether it will be love or 
hatred; anything awaits him.” After much reflection, Solomon acknowledges that God is sovereign 
over everything and everyone. Here he states that nothing befalls the children of God that doesn’t first 
pass through the hands of God. Yet, with this, Solomon reminds us that we may experience “love or 
hatred.” The terms “love” and “hate” refer respectively to divine favor or disfavor. Solomon’s point is 
this: There are no guarantees as to what life will bring, but the certainty of life is that God is involved in 
the lives of those who trust Him. No one by even righteous deeds can gain control over God and coerce 
blessing from Him. One must acknowledge that all is in God’s hands.6 I’m reminded of this by the words 
of Bob Hope, after receiving a major award. He responded, “I don’t deserve this, but then I have arthritis 
and I don’t deserve that either.” Although I appreciate the humor of this remark, it is bad theology. Like 
Job, we are to receive both good and bad because both can come from the hand of God.  
 
In 9:2-3, you’re going to find out why Solomon is not coming over for dinner. He writes, “It is [i.e., 
death] the same for all. There is one fate7 for the righteous and for the wicked;8 for the good, for the 
clean and for the unclean; for the man who offers a sacrifice and for the one who does not sacrifice. 
As the good man is, so is the sinner; as the swearer is, so is the one who is afraid to swear. This is an 
evil in all that is done under the sun, that there is one fate9 for all men. Furthermore, the hearts of 
the sons of men are full of evil and insanity is in their hearts throughout their lives. Afterwards they 
go to the dead.” Solomon could summarize verses 2-3 with these words: “Under the sun, you’re done.” 
If he were living today, he would say, “We’re all going to ‘take a dirt nap.’” Ultimately, every man who 
has ever lived or will ever live will die. Solomon was right; the same destiny overtakes us all. You and I 
can work out, take our vitamins, drink bottled water, stay away from McDonalds, and swear off Krispy 
Kreme, but even with the best of care for this flesh, it is one day going to give out and we will die. 
 
In 9:3, death is labeled “the evil,” not simply a natural phenomenon.10 Death is an intrusion, it’s an 
enemy. This means we shouldn’t go to funerals and sing The Lion King song, “The Circle of Life.” The 
most ridiculous and pathetic advice you could give someone is: “Death is just part of life.” No it isn’t, it is 
death! It’s the wages of our rebellion and sin against God. It’s cosmic treason and it is punished by 
death.11 We were created by a living God, to be a living people, who live forever with this living God. 
The only way to get rid of death is to get rid of sin. That is why Jesus died for our sin, so we could live.12 
Today, will you believe in Jesus Christ as you Savior from sin? He offers you eternal and abundant life.13  



Despite the inequities of life, Solomon argues that life is better than death. In 9:4-6 he explains: “For 
whoever is joined with all the living, there is hope; surely a live dog is better than a dead lion. For 
the living know they will die; but the dead do not know anything, nor have they any longer a 
reward, for their memory is forgotten. Indeed their love, their hate and their zeal have already 
perished, and they will no longer have a share in all that is done under the sun.”14 Solomon is 
focused on “life under the sun,” he is not talking about “life in the Son.” The person who lives “in the 
Son” can leave a godly legacy and attain eternal rewards. But that is not under discussion here. Instead, 
Solomon is speaking of life-and-death matters. We won’t get all we should out of these verses until we 
recognize that in Solomon’s day, dogs were diseased mongrels that ran in packs through city streets, not 
pampered pets.15 People feared and loathed them. Nevertheless, Solomon says that a live dog is better 
than the king of the jungle who’s dead. Why? Because the living know they will die! The living may yet 
reckon with the reality of death and in so doing embrace the joy life has to offer, but no such possibility 
exists for those who have already died. Their time has passed. There is no second chance, there is no 
purgatory, there is no reincarnation, and there is no eternal recurrence of life. You and I are going to die. 
We’re going to be painted up like a circus clown. We’re going to be filled full of preservatives. We’re 
going to be shut in a box, thrown into a six-foot hole, and become food for worms. This is painful, but it 
is true.16  
 
This is one of the best passages in the Bible to offer to one who is contemplating suicide. Life may be a 
terrible drudgery for you right now. Relationships may have soured, finances may be non-existent, and 
spiritually you may feel far from God, but if you are breathing, there is hope that things may get better. 
Many people have built success out of the ashes of failure.17 Relationships can be healed; sickness can be 
cured; work can improve. It never makes sense to take your life. If you are feeling suicidal today, please 
tell someone.  
 
Solomon has pulled no punches in his death-dealing exposé. The fact that our days are numbered ought to 
motivate us to live earnestly for God. In light of the brevity of life, we must live with seriousness, 
recognizing the importance of a life well invested. Twice a week for the rest of our lives, we ought to 
begin the day by looking in the mirror and saying, “I am going to die someday—maybe today.” What a 
difference that would make in our lives. The fact that we will die should affect the way we live. 
 
[Solomon is clear that death is certain. Now he reminds us that…] 
 
2. Life is uncertain (9:7-12). In this section, Solomon urges us to make the most of our lives because 
time and chance can overtake us. In 9:7-10, Solomon unveils five imperatives that advocate living life to 
the fullest (“go,” “eat,” “drink,” “enjoy,” and “do”). These five imperatives are located in the central part 
of this chapter and are recorded there to present the central thrust of the chapter: life is short; death is 
certain; so live in the most meaningful way that you can.18 
 

• Party while you can (9:7-8). In 9:7 Solomon writes, “Go then, eat your bread in happiness 
and drink  your wine with a cheerful heart; for God has already approved your works.” 
Solomon says, “Party on down with family and friends, for life is short and then you die.” 
Throughout the Scriptures, wine and bread are frequently representative of that which God gives 
us to comfort and cheer us.19 Even today they are symbols of the joy of the Lord and His 
goodness and blessing. Thus, we are to enjoy God’s good gifts and celebrate life with others. So 
slow down and enjoy a meal with your family and friends. The reason Solomon gives is that 
“God has already approved your works.” This means such enjoyment is God’s will for us. This 
encouraging word does not contradict the fact that we are the stewards of all God entrusts to us. 
However, it should help us realize that it is not sinful to take pleasure in what God has given us— 
even luxuries. We need to balance gratefulness and generosity, retaining some things and giving 
away others. This balance is not easy, but it is important. 



Solomon continues in 9:8 by saying, “Let your clothes be white all the time, and let not oil be 
lacking on your head.” In the Old Testament, births, weddings, and harvest festivals were 
special occasions and required one to dress up and be fresh. In Solomon’s day, black clothes and 
ashes on the head were a sign of mourning. Conversely, white clothes and oil20 on the head were 
a sign of rejoicing. “Oil on your head” is the ancient equivalent of deodorant and perfume and 
cologne, so do yourself and others a favor and use it. Solomon tells us to dress every day as if 
we’re on the way to a celebration of life.21 Some would say, “What do I have to rejoice about? I 
could die any time.” Exactly! That’s a great reason to let every waking moment be a celebration 
of God’s gift of life. Get dressed. Eat out with a friend. Why? Because you can and because God 
enjoys your enjoyment.22 Therefore, “have a blast while you last.”23 
 

• Enjoy your spouse while you can (9:9). Solomon writes, “Enjoy  life with the woman whom 
you love all the days of your fleeting life which He has given to you under the sun; for this is 
your reward in life and in your toil in which you have labored under the sun.” Solomon had 
many honeys and many honeymoons—to the demise of his kingdom. He treated himself to 
hundreds of wives and concubines. Now, at the end of his life, he wishes he had lavished all his 
love on the wife of his youth. A man who had a thousand women now speaks in the singular 
rather than the plural. One partner, one heart.24 Husbands, love your wife with every fiber of your 
being, for this may be your last day on earth. Listen to her, talk with her, spend time with her, 
make love to her no matter how many times she resists, tell her she is beautiful. Wives, we know 
this works both ways. Are you easy to enjoy? I will tell you that if you want your husband to 
enjoy you, be easy to enjoy. If you want your husband to desire your company, make your 
company pleasant to be around. You might say, “This is hard, she needs to show me first” or “He 
needs to demonstrate leadership.” But guess what…you’re going to die! What are you waiting 
for? Don’t waste your time; enjoy your life. Enjoy it now! Have a blast while you last. 

 
Glynn Wolfe died alone in Los Angeles at the age of 88. No one came to claim his body; the city 
paid to have him buried in an unmarked grave. This is sad, but not unusual. It happens all too 
often in large cities where people tend to live disenfranchised lives. Glynn’s situation was unique, 
however, because he was no ordinary man. He held a world record. The Guinness Book listed 
him as the Most Married Man, with 29 marriages to his credit. This means 29 times he was asked, 
“Do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife…forsaking all others, do you pledge 
yourself only to her, so long as you both shall live?” Twenty-nine times Glynn Wolf said, “I do,” 
but it never quite worked out that way. He left behind several children, grand-children, great 
grand-children, a number of living ex-wives, and innumerable ex-in-laws—and still, he died 
alone. He spent his entire adult life looking for something he apparently never found—and he 
died alone.25  
 
How different this man’s life and death would have been if he invested all his love and energy 
into one woman. There is an ancient quote from The Talmud—a commentary on Jewish law—
that states, “A man should eat and drink beneath his means, clothe himself within his means, and 
honor his wife above his means.”26 This summarizes well the last three verses.  

 
• Do your work while you can (9:10). Solomon writes, “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it 

with all your might; for there is no activity or pl anning or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol 
where you are going.”27 The word “hand” suggests ability, “find” suggests opportunity, and 
“might” suggests intensity. Solomon wants us to know that we have only one life to make our 
contribution, “for there is no activity or planning or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol where you are 
going.” The Hebrew word Sheol refers to the abode of the dead.28 Solomon is saying: When death 
overtakes us, our time to plan, be active, and execute wisdom will have come to a screeching halt. 
Sheol kills earthly work! That is why we must work while we can.29  



Work is a privilege that we will not have after we die. Probably, toil connected with the curse on 
nature is in view here. We will be active in service in heaven, for example, but this will not be 
work as we know it now (Rev 22:3). If you think work is not a blessing, spend some time talking 
with someone who has been out of work for a long time.30 Throw yourself into something besides 
bed! You only get one shot at it. Do something worthwhile. Make a contribution.  
 
I’ve read that a man or woman of fifty, having worked consistently since school, will have put in 
56,000 hours of work. Imagine if you will, 56,000 hours of boredom and resentment. Who would 
come through such an ordeal with a sound mind? Yet a poor attitude towards one’s job creates 
that environment. Now imagine someone rising in the morning to say, “Thank You, Lord! 
Another day to use the gifts and the strength and the mind You have given me. What a gift You 
have given me that I may work and serve.” That mind-set will add years to your life and life to 
your years. It will also bring you success, promotions, and glory for God.31 

 
Charles Spurgeon, the prince of preachers, often worked eighteen hours a day. Famous explorer 
and missionary, David Livingstone, once asked him, “How do you manage to do two men’s work 
in a single day?” Spurgeon replied, “You have forgotten that there are two of us.”32 Surgeon was 
right. We have the Holy Spirit working in and through us. He can and should make work a 
pleasure not a pain. So have a blast while you last. 

 
Tragically, many Christians live as if it is a sin to enjoy life.33 Yet, God created man and woman to live in 
a place called Eden, which means “delight.” The Bible teaches that one day we will live on a new earth 
that will be like Eden once again.34 So we are to prepare now by living a life of joy. The Hebrews knew 
joy perhaps better than any culture. In the Old Testament, there are no less than ten different words for 
“joy.” 35 What is the level of joy in your life?  
 
Every year I teach a class called “Eschatology” (i.e., the study of last things) at Ecola Bible School. One 
of the homework questions I ask my students is, “How would you live today if you knew it would be your 
last?” Some students give what they think are spiritual responses such as, “I would read my Bible all day 
and share Jesus with my loved ones.” However, many of the students say, “I would have a good meal 
with my family and friends. I would tell others how much I love them. I would go skydiving.” They 
figure if I haven’t read my Bible or shared Christ like I should, why bother doing so in my last day? 
People and enjoyment are what is meaningful to them. So have a blast while you last. 
  
The last two verses of this section could serve as a summary for the entire book of Ecclesiastes. Solomon 
writes, “I again saw under the sun that the race is not to the swift and the battle is not to the 
warriors, and neither is bread to the wise nor wealth to the discerning nor favor to men of ability; 
for time and chance overtake them all.” But just in case we are confident in our strengths and gifts to 
help us make our mark, Solomon lists five desirable assets: the “swift,” the “strong,” the “wise,” the 
“discerning,” and “to men of ability.” He then informs us that these talented individuals do not always 
win and find great success. Wisdom, skill, and hard work can promote but not guarantee success. This is 
true because “time and chance overtake them all.”36 First, time limits us. This is an echo of the teaching 
throughout Ecclesiastes that the seasons of our life are in the hand of God. This is a warrant for faith but 
also a death-blow for self-confidence. Second, chance is the unexpected event which may throw the most 
accomplished off course, despite the most thoroughly prepared schemes. Time and chance overtakes 
humankind just like death itself.37 So have a blast while you last. 
 
 



Solomon concludes in 9:12 with these powerful words: “Moreover, man does not know his time: like 
fish caught in a treacherous net and birds trapped in a snare, so the sons of men are ensnared at an 
evil38 time when it suddenly falls on them.” Unfortunately, man does not often recognize this truth. We 
live as if we are the master of our own fate, the captain of our soul. How foolish we are! Rather than the 
master of our fate, we are more like little fish. We swim along, minding our own business, and suddenly 
we are snatched up by a net…and there is absolutely nothing that we can do about it! Time, chance, and 
death catch one unexpectedly, like a trap, and there is no escape. When the trap has closed, any 
opportunity to enjoy life is over. Just stop for a moment and think about it: What will we do if our heart or 
lungs fails us? What can we do if we contract a fatal disease? What can we do if we lose our job or our 
business? What will we do if a child dies or if a spouse leaves us? Sooner or later, we will all find out that 
our present existence and future destiny belong to the Lord alone. So have a blast while you last. 
 
In a sense, this verse is a microcosm of the whole book of Ecclesiastes. So much of life is enigmatic and 
fails to conform to the rules we have learned. We’ve been taught that if you want to succeed you have to 
compete and be aggressive, get up earlier, go to bed later, put in more hours, do unto them before they do 
unto you. But, says Solomon, it doesn’t always work that way. Nothing is guaranteed. This is how life is, 
but we shouldn’t despair nor should we quit aiming to be swift, strong, wise, brilliant and learned. We 
should, however, quit thinking that life owes us anything, or, for that matter, that God owes us anything 
under the sun. Now if you talk about the long run, that’s a different story. Even Solomon says in 8:12: 
“Although a wicked man commits a hundred crimes and still lives a long time, I know that it will go 
better with God-fearing men, who are reverent before God.” But in the meantime, often it will seem that 
time and chance play a bigger part in our lives than God’s providence.  
 
You play the board game Monopoly. You buy railroads and place hotels on Park Place and Boardwalk. 
You pass “Go” and collect $200. Everyone has fun. Then the game ends, and all the hotels, all the 
colorful tokens, and all the funny money go back into the box. Solomon, who held an empire much less 
plastic, would tell us that whether you build in plastic or gold it’s all the same. Build the temple, extend a 
dynasty, even write three God-inspired books—in the end, it all goes back in the box.39 Likewise, life is 
short. You and I are going to die. Stop and ask yourself, “What really matters? How do I want to be 
remembered? What do I want others to say about me?” And then make a commitment to have a blast 
while you last. 
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Ecclesiastes 9:1-12 
Hebrews 9:27 
Proverbs 5:28-29; 18:22 
1 Timothy 6:17 
Colossians 3:17, 23 
Romans 9:16 
Job 1:21  
 
Study Questions 
1. Am I prepared for trials, tests, and tragedies (9:1)? What gives me the necessary peace and confidence to 

prepare for these difficult seasons? How does the reality that my deeds are “in the hand of God” comfort me? In 
what way will this perspective help me to live my life this week?  
  

2. To what degree am I aware of my imminent death (9:3-4)? Have I been guilty of being in denial of this reality? 
What will I do to both acknowledge and prepare for my dying day? How can I help others cultivate a healthy 
outlook on the brevity of their lives?  

 
3. As a spouse, how do I express my love for my life partner (9:9)? How do I prioritize my spouse in the busyness 

of life? As a husband, how would my wife say that I have invested my few short years in her and our 
relationship? Would she say to her friends that I cherish and nurture her? Read Ephesians 5:25-33.  

 
4. Do I serve the Lord wholeheartedly through my work (9:10)? What specific steps do I take to ensure that I have 

a godly work ethic? Read Colossians 3:17 and 23.  
 
5. How am I going to live now that I realize my death day is set by God (9:11-12)? Read Psalms 39:4 and 90:12. 

How can I keep the sobering realities of these verses always before me? What can I do to remind other believers 
to live in light of eternity?  
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3 This is the only place in the OT where this word, which normally is used of “service God,” is used as a noun. 
4 “Hand” = “power,” cf. Eccl 2:24; Job 19:21; 27:11; Ps 10:12; 17:7. 
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