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Ecclesiastes: Everything is Vapour 
“The End of the Matter” 

Ecclesiastes 11:7-12:14 
Delivered via livestream during the COVID-19 crisis at Central Baptist Church on April 5, 2020 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 1) Today we come to the end of our series on Ecclesiastes.  Today’s 
message is addressed particularly to young people.  Over and over Solomon refers to 
“youth” and the time of youth.  How do you know if you are among those who are 
young? 

o Answer: you are not yet old.  In chapter 12 he describes how old age makes us 
lose our teeth, our hearing, and our sight; how it makes our hands tremble and 
makes walking down stairs a scary and dangerous thing to do.  

 So, the young in this passage are those whom we typically think of as 
young—say under 30 or so—but until old age has removed all youthful 
strength from your body, this passage still has something to say to you.  If 
you are still getting your adult teeth or can sprint up and down stairs 
then this passage is really for you.  But this passage still has much to say 
to any of us still have most of our teeth and can walk down stairs.   

 So, what does Solomon want to say to us while we are young?  He says that life is short, 
so learn how to live wisely before it is too late. 

o Solomon wants to help you to avoid ruining your life through foolish actions.  
The sooner you can learn how to live wisely the better. 

 Our passage teaches three things: first, enjoy your life while you are still 
young.  Second, serve God while you still have strength.  And third, fear 
God while you still have breath. 

 
ENJOY YOUR LIFE WHILE YOU ARE STILL YOUNG 

 In the first place, to live wisely means to (SHOW SLIDE 2) enjoy your life while you are 
still young. 

o Throughout this series I have argued that we misunderstand Ecclesiastes when 
we think of it as a depressing book, or as the writings of a pessimistic man who 
thinks that all of life is meaningless.   

 Oh yes, Solomon is realistic about how hard life can be but he also 
emphasizes the need to rejoice and enjoy life.  And now for the seventh 
time in the book he calls us to rejoice.  Look with me at verses 7-8. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 3) READ 7-8 - 7 Light is sweet, and it is pleasant for the eyes to see the 
sun. 8 So if a person lives many years, let him rejoice in them all; but let him remember 
that the days of darkness will be many. All that comes is vanity. 

o This verse captures all of life from the cradle to the grave.  Solomon is not a 
pessimist who says all our days are meaningless and dark.  And neither is a naïve 
optimist who says if you just trust God your life will be endless sunshine.   

 No, to be wise means to be realistic about our expectations of life in this 
fallen world.   
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 So, what should you expect your life to be like?  Expect that there will sunny days and 
expect that there will be dark days.  But notice the dominant note here is to rejoice 
when things are good.  Enjoy the sweet moments of life.  Enjoy that sunset.  Enjoy your 
hobbies.  Enjoy your kids and grandkids.  You need to rejoice now because you will also 
experience many dark days.   

o And then notice that last phrase in verse 8: “all is vanity.” Vanity is the Hebrew 
word “hebel.”  Hebel literally means vapour, or breath.  So wise people rejoice 
and enjoy the good moments in life because they know that these moments, like 
a breath, are fleeting.  And wise people also do not despair when dark days come 
because they know that dark days, like a breath, are also fleeting.   

 So, rejoice when life is good and do not despair in the darkness. 
 So far, he is speaking to everyone regardless of age but now he turns to speak directly to 

young people.  Look at verses 9-10. 
o (SHOW SLIDE 4) READ 9-10 - 9 Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your 

heart cheer you in the days of your youth. Walk in the ways of your heart and 
the sight of your eyes. But know that for all these things God will bring you into 
judgment. 10 Remove vexation from your heart, and put away pain from your 
body, for youth and the dawn of life are [hebel, fleeting]. 

 These verses are not complicated.  Young people are to enjoy their youth, because 
youth, like a breath, is fleeting and you will soon be old.   

o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 5) Young people, God has given you this world and given you 
your life.  The call here is to enjoy it while you are young.  Play sports.  Learn an 
instrument.  Hike the Westcoast Trail.  Study what interests you.  Do this 
because a day is coming when you won’t be able to run, your hands won’t have 
the dexterity to play an instrument, you won’t have the strength to hike, and 
your mind will not be able to concentrate long enough to do serious study. 

 Sometimes people say all enjoyment is meaningless because we’re just 
going to die anyways.  Yet, Solomon says the opposite.  It is precisely 
because you will soon die that you should enjoy a good book, go to a 
concert, or play a board game with some friends. 

 In verse 9 he says, (SHOW SLIDE 6) “Walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of 
your eyes.”  Does that mean doing anything you want?  No, for notice that he goes on to 
remind young people that they will give an account to God for all their actions.   

o This call to enjoy life assumes what has come before it in this book, which means 
the young person is part of God’s people, is seeking to live for him and obey him. 
But here we see that obeying God also means obeying this command to enjoy 
the gift of life that he has given you. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 7) Did you hear that?  This is a command.  You are 
commanded to rejoice.  You are commanded to enjoy God and the life he 
has given you.  

 Listen, joy is at the very centre of Christianity.  I don’t think we emphasize this enough. 
There is a wonderful essay by a man named Douglas Jones.  He argues that Christian 
cultures have failed throughout history not primarily because of insufficient theological 
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training, or bad doctrine, or failed evangelism, or weak leaders but because of a lack of 
joy.   

o He reflects on Deuteronomy 27-30.  In Deuteronomy 28:47 God tells Israel he 
will turn them over to their enemies.  Why?  Oh yes, it is because of sins they 
commit but there is a sin under all their sin.  God says, (SHOW SLIDE 8) “Because 
you did not serve the LORD your God with joyfulness and gladness of heart, 
because of the abundance of all things, 48 therefore you shall serve your 
enemies whom the Lord will send against you.” 

 It is a great sin to not rejoice in God and all the abundance he has given 
you.  Joy is to be the mark of God’s people.   

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 9) This is how Genesis 1-2 begin.  God creates a planet with 
conditions perfect for human life.  He does not place them in a desert but in a garden.  
He doesn’t make them beg for food but gives them endless fruit trees to eat from.  He 
doesn’t make them walk 10 miles to get water but puts rivers through the garden.  He 
doesn’t leave Adam alone but gives him a wife, friend, and companion in Eve.  In other 
words, God fills their lives with good gifts and says, “Enjoy all that I have given you.”  

o In the Old Testament God creates a yearly calendar for Israel.  Do you think it 
centres more around fasting or feasting?  Israel is only commanded to fast once 
a year.  But every month or two they are to gather for giant feasts where they 
have huge barbeques at week long parties where there is music, dancing, and 
singing.   

 In other words, God has filled his world with pleasures to be enjoyed and 
he commands us to enjoy them.   

 Oh, how different this is from how so many of us view God and what it means to serve 
him.  We view him as a hard master, as a God who restrict us and ruins our fun.  But 
listen, this is the original lie that made everything go wrong.  The serpent suggested to 
Eve that God was a killjoy who didn’t really care about their happiness or else he 
wouldn’t have given them the command not to eat from the tree.     

o Yet, God have given them an entire planet to enjoy.  There were many trees to 
eat from.  They walked and talked with God.  Amidst all this freedom and 
pleasure, God gave them only one rule and it was not even a burden to obey it.  
Yet, the lie of the serpent is that God is a hard master who restricts human joy.  

 This lie has poisoned all of our hearts and it keeps so many from giving 
their lives to Jesus.    

 What a difference it would make if Christians rejoiced in all God’s good gifts and spoke 
of God as the one who gives such amazing pleasures to be enjoyed. 

o So that is the first point.  If you want to live wisely, then enjoy your life while you 
are still young.   

 
SERVE GOD WHILE YOU STILL HAVE STRENGTH 

 (SHOW SLIDE 10) Second, serve God while you still have strength. 
o Look at 12:1. (SHOW SLIDE 11) READ 1 - Remember also your Creator in the 

days of your youth. 
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 This verse is also very simple.  The word “Creator” reminds you that God made you and 
made your youthful strength.  When you are young it is very easy to forget about your 
Creator, to live for yourself and your own pleasures.  To remember means more than 
just to recall that God exists from time to time.  To remember means to live everyday 
seeking to know him, to follow him, and to use your life to serve him. 

o Why should you do this while you are young?  Once again, it is because your 
youthful strength will quickly turn into old age.  Look at verse 1 again. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 12) READ 1 -  Remember also your Creator in the days of 
your youth, before the evil days come and the years draw near of which 
you will say, “I have no pleasure in them.” 

 And now from verses 2-7 he describes the debilitating effects of old age.  Remember he 
is saying all of this to call those who are not old to serve God while they still have the 
strength to do so.  Keep your bible or insert handy and follow me closely on all this. 

 Look at verse 2 (SHOW SLIDE 13) READ 2 - Remember also your Creator in the days of 
your youth . . . before the sun and the light and the moon and the stars are darkened 
and the clouds return after the rain. 

o When you are young life is filled with sunny days and even when dark days come 
more sunny days are around the corner.  In other words, you may face setbacks 
but they are not usually disasters.  But in old age one storm passes and instead 
of a season of sun, the clouds are back with another storm.  Older people 
experience one setback after another.  They fall and break a hip, then they get 
pneumonia, then a child gets in trouble with the law, then a friend dies.   

 This language here is all taken from Genesis 1 where God makes the light, 
the sun, the moon, the stars, and makes the rain that falls on the earth.  
What we have from here on is the unmaking of creation.  Because of 
human sin, death has come into the world and the aging process is the 
unmaking of each of us. 

 And so, verse 3 describes an old man’s body like a house that is falling apart. Look at 
verse 3.  (SHOW SLIDE 14) READ 3b - 3 in the day when the keepers of the house 
tremble and the strong men are bent. 

o What guards the old man’s body?  Probably his hands.  And the strong men of his 
body are probably his arms and legs.  Where he used to curl weights at the gym, 
his arms are now weak, his hands tremble, and he cannot defend himself.   

 Serve God while you still have strength. 
 Look at the second half of verse 3.  (SHOW SLIDE 15) READ 3b - and the grinders cease 

because they are few, and those who look through the windows are dimmed,  
o The grinders are our teeth, our molars.  Without dental care an old man was left 

with few teeth and so could hardly chew his food.  His eyes, like windows, are 
now dimmed so he cannot see clearly.   

 I remember seeing my grandma Priebe feeding my grandpa toast in his 
old age and my grandma reading with a magnifying glass.   

 Look at verse 4. (SHOW SLIDE 16) READ 4a - 4 and the doors on the street are shut.  
o We close doors to shut out noise.  The old man’s ears are shut in that he cannot 

hear very well anymore. 
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 Look at the second half of verse 4.  (SHOW SLIDE 17) READ 4b - and one rises up at the 
sound of a bird, and all the daughters of song are brought low. 

o One day you are a teenage boy who can sleep until noon and the next you’re an 
old man waking up at 3:30am because bird chirped outside.   

 One day you are young woman with a beautiful singing voice and then 
you are an old woman who has lost the beauty of song.  

 Now Solomon gives seven rapid fire descriptions of the aging process. Verse 5.  (SHOW 
SLIDE 18) READ 5 - 5 they are afraid also of what is high, and terrors are in the way. 

o Where the young jump off high places on a playground and quickly climb over 
big rocks, the old stand fearfully at the top of the stairs and can be tripped by a 
slight bump in the sidewalk.   

 Second half of verse 5.  (SHOW SLIDE 19) READ 5b - the almond tree blossoms (the hair 
turns white)  

o (SHOW SLIDE 20) the grasshopper drags itself along. Like a grasshopper, I used 
to have a 34-inch vertical jump and could dunk a basketball in ways people said, 
“wow.”  Now, I can jump but cannot dunk.  And one day this grasshopper will 
drag my legs along with a cane or walker. 

o And then he says (SHOW SLIDE 21) “and desire fails.”  This literally reads, “and 
the caper berry fails.” Caper berries were used to stimulate appetite for food and 
also as an aphrodisiac to stimulate the sexual appetite.  Where young people 
have strong desires for food and sex, the old person’s desires fail.   

 Then end finally draws near in verse 5.  (SHOW SLIDE 22) READ 5b - because man is 
going to his eternal home, and the mourners go about the street 

o The good news for the Christian is that old age is not depressing.  It is the end of 
a long journey where we are exhausted but notice we finally arrive home, even 
as those we love mourn us.   

 And then he calls us to serve God while we still have strength because death itself is 
coming.  Look at these incredible images.  

o (SHOW SLIDE 23) READ 6 - before the silver cord is snapped, or the golden bowl 
is broken,  

 Life is precious like a silver cord that holds up a golden bowl, which in 
ancient times held oil and a flame to light up the room.  But a day comes 
for all of us when that silver cord will snap and the bowl will crash to the 
floor, spilling out the oil, and snuffing out the flame. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 24) or the pitcher is shattered at the fountain. Life is like water in 
a pitcher.  One day that pitcher will shatter and our life will be poured out.   

o (SHOW SLIDE 25)  or the wheel broken at the cistern.  The wheel that brings the 
water up from the wheel breaks.   

 Death is slowly unmaking us as we age. One day death will fully unmake us for we came 
from the dust and, as he says in verse 7, (SHOW SLIDE 26) and the dust returns to the 
earth as it was, and the spirit returns to God who gave it. 

o And with this Solomon comes to the end of his speech.  He has described the 
deterioration of old age and the reality of death so graphically for only one 
reason: to urge young people to serve God while they still have strength. 
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 And so he concludes in verse 8 with the same words with which he began 
in chapter 1: (SHOW SLIDE 27) Hebel, hebel, says the Preacher, all is 
hebel.  Breath, breath, all is breath.  Fleeting, fleeting, all is fleeting.   

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 28) Since life is so fleeting, we must serve God while we still have 
strength. Don’t waste your youth.  How can you serve God?  Don’t waste the 
youthfulness of your 50s and 60s when you are at the height of your wisdom, earning 
potential, and abilities.   

o Serve God while you still have strength.   
 
FEAR GOD UNTIL YOUR LAST BREATH 

 His speech technically ends here but he wants to summarize what it looks like to live 
wisely.  So, having called us to enjoy life while we are still young and serve God while we 
still have strength he now concludes by saying (SHOW SLIDE 29) fear God while you still 
have breath. 

o Look at 13-14.  (SHOW SLIDE 30) READ 13-14 - 13 The end of the matter; all has 
been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty 
of man. 14 For God will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, 
whether good or evil. 

 To live wisely means to fear God.  A few weeks ago we unpacked this in 
detail so today I simply remind you that to fear God does not mean to run 
away in terror.  It means that God’s existence influences and directs 
every part of your life.  Your whole existence is governed by who God is, 
what he has said, and what it means to worship and obey him. This is the 
summary of what it means to be human.   

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 31) So you see Ecclesiastes is not a depressing book from a guy who 
was a cynic or an unbeliever who found life to be meaningless apart from God.  No, this 
is the wisdom of King Solomon, the smartest man to ever live before Jesus himself. 

o And the smartest man who ever lived has given us a very realistic picture of life 
under the sun.  Life is hebel.  Like a breath, it is fleeting.  Like a breath, you 
cannot control it.   

 The wise person faces reality as it is, lives all of life before God, enjoys 
every moment as a gift from God, uses their life to do good, but still 
groans as death gradually unmakes them and finally returns them to the 
dust. 

 But here again we encounter the glory of the gospel message.  Even though our sin 
brought death into the world so that everything is being unmade, God has set his love 
upon us and sent Jesus.   

o Jesus came to remake all that is being unmade. 
 Jesus came to remake our relationship with God.   

o It is a fearful thing to stand before our Creator in judgement for every secret 
thing we have done.  But through Jesus’ death and resurrection we can be 
forgiven of our sins so that there is no condemnation for us.  

 Jesus also came to remake our bodies.   
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o Since God raised him from the dead, a day is coming when God will raise all 
Jesus’ people from the dead and give them immortal bodies of power.  Jesus has 
the power to remake the golden bowl that has been shattered.   

 To our dear older people, a day is coming when you will throw your 
walkers and wheelchairs aside. A day is coming when you will sprint up 
the stairs, laugh at the mountain that stands in your way, and sing with a 
voice that will make angels weep with joy.   

 And finally, Jesus will bring his people to live with God on a newly remade earth.   
o A day is coming when we will live in a world where life is no longer hebel for 

there will be no more death, or mourning, or crying or pain.  Life will not be 
fleeting because life will be eternal.   

 So, enjoy life while you are still young.  Serve God while you still have 
strength.  And fear God while you still have breath. 

 


