
!
Give us understanding, Lord.  Illuminate your truth to our hearts and minds.  Don’t let us just 
consider your truth; let us be changed.  Amen. !
In Shakespeare’s play, when Macbeth learns of his wife’s death, he utters these now famous 
words: !

Out, out, brief candle! 
Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player 

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 
And then is heard no more: it is a tale 

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 
Signifying nothing. 

(Macbeth Act 5, Scene 5) !
Solomon would have approved of this assessment. Shakespeare is right.  Life is short, 
difficult and painful, for many even tragic.  Throughout Ecclesiastes, Solomon encourages 
us to have a proper perspective on life, which includes facing the dark side of things.  This 
may seem gloomy, but it’s real.  Solomon insists that instead of hiding from it, we face it.  If 
we do, then rather than just patching things up, we can receive God’s true comfort and 
strength. !

For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; 
 for these are in opposition to one another,  

so that you may not do the things that you please. (Galatians 5:17).   !
Throughout life, we’re presented with a choice - flesh or Spirit. My will, or His will.   Self 
realisation, or concentration on God.   !
Against this backdrop, of facing the dark side of life, and of the war between flesh and 
Spirit, we can move into Ecclesiastes Chapter 7. !

__________ !
A good name is better than precious ointment…  (7:1)  In Hebrew times, your name wasn’t just 
a title people called you by.  It represented your whole character.  The person of who you 
are.  We live in a time where image is valued more than character.  It’s easy for people in the 
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public eye to create a certain image of themselves.  They just need the right marketing 
experts to help them.  It’s easy for anyone to create a certain image of themselves - just 
adjust your social media profiles accordingly; just wear the right clothes, go to the right 
parties, say the right things.  Image is skin deep.  But character goes to the very depths of 
who you are.  And character doesn’t just drop into your lap.  You have to form and fashion 
it through choices.   !
Who are you when no-one else is looking?  Because it’s in the hidden places of our heart, 
where no-one is looking, that we make most of our  character-forming decisions. What’s it 
to be? Flesh or Spirit?  A good name, a character formed by constantly choosing Spirit, is 
immensely valuable! !
And the day of death [is better than] the day of birth (7:1).  What a stark declaration!  By the time 
you die, all your choices have been made.  The course of your life and your eternity has 
been set.  If you’ve chosen Spirit, and kept choosing Spirit, then to a great extent your life’s 
purpose has been lived out and revealed.   If you’ve chosen flesh, and kept choosing flesh, 
then as per Shakespeare, your life has been a walking shadow, a tale full of sound and fury, 
signifying nothing.  As Paul wrote, For the one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap 
corruption, but the one who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life.  (Galatians 6:8).  
The big question will be, has your life counted for God?  Have you sown to the flesh, or to 
the Spirit? !
It is better to go to the house of mourning than to go to the house of feasting, for this is the end of all 
mankind, and the living will lay it to heart.  (7:2)  Put in modern terms, he’s saying it’s better to 
go to a funeral than to a party. The only way to have true intimacy with God is to have our 
eyes wide open both to the things of heaven and the things of earth.  Solomon wants that 
for us.  Indeed, attending a funeral can really put the things of earth in perspective.  It’s a 
reminder that death is the great leveller.  It comes to everyone.  It’s a reminder that you and 
I are not God and there’s no point trying to be.   !
But as always, Solomon is using a practical example (in this case ‘going to the house of 
mourning’) to say something deeper.  He’s pointing out that life is tragic at its very core.  
The world is cruel.  Civilisation is based on self-realisation, on grabbing for myself, on 
murder.  If we can face that tragedy squarely, if we can acknowledge it, then we’ll be deeper 
people.  We won’t be shallow, flippant or superficial.  We’ll be much more useful to others.     !
Of course, without God it’s very hard to face the way things really are.  So we live in a 
house of feasting - a shallow culture, drenched and soaked in escapism.  Escapism can take 
many forms:  Entertainment, relationships, hard work, benevolence, fighting for a cause, 
certain ways of seeing things; anything to escape facing reality. Anything to escape facing 
the dark side.   !
Is it wrong to feast?  No, it’s not wrong in itself.  But at its core, life isn’t a bed of roses; it’s 
tragic.  It’s marked by decay and disappointment, separation and suffering. Indeed, Jesus 
was a man of sorrows, acquainted with grief.  It’s important for us to grasp that the 
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majority use ‘feasting’ to escape from this reality.  We’re not immune to that temptation.  It’s 
what the flesh calls out for - temporary escape.   The problem with escapism is it’s just that - 
it’s a temporary escape from a permanent reality, and it doesn’t really deal with the 
problem.   It offers no healing, no solid hope, no permanent solutions.  !
For this is the end of all mankind, and the living will lay it to heart.  Life is tragic and death is 
inevitable.  If you’re clear on that you gain tremendous perspective.  If you lay it to heart 
while you’re living, it makes a difference in your life.  It helps you to number your days, to 
make the most of them, to lay hold on life.    Not from a morbid place of desperation, 
feeling like you’ve got to make the most of everything because it’s all going to end.  But 
with a settled insistence in your heart on choosing Spirit not flesh, sowing into eternal life, 
because it’s worth it!   A non-believer recently said to me, “You people seem to just be 
waiting for death, waiting to go to heaven!”  I replied, “Quite the opposite. I’m very aware 
of death, and that death is not the end, so I want my life to count for God.”   !
Sorrow is better than laughter, for by sadness of face the heart is made glad. (7:3)  Clearly Solomon 
isn’t asking us all the make it our aim in life to be miserable.  What he’s after is that our 
heart be made glad!  But he’s telling us the way to that, the route to get there, is through 
facing life with our eyes wide open, not through escapism.   !
When Job, who was a good man, was struck with unimaginable disaster and suffering, his 
friends initially responded well.  They agreed together to visit him, show him sympathy 
and comfort him.  They wept with him, and  sat with him for seven days on the ground, 
right there with him in his pain and grief, saying nothing, because they could see how 
much he was suffering.  Yet after this, when Job opened his mouth and began to express his 
agony of soul, his unanswered questions, his friends attempted to set him right, to correct 
him.  They presumed on the reasons for his tragedy.  They wouldn’t face the fact that there 
was no adequate explanation to hand.  They chose flesh and not Spirit.  They became 
flippant, using truths, but without a proper connection to the reality of Job’s situation.   !
Really their response was a type of religious escapism. Instead of facing, on the earth-side, 
the utter tragedy of his situation; and on the heaven-side, the sovereign love of God, they 
went off into explanations that avoided the agony and the mystery of God’s dealings with 
Job.  And without facing this, there was no way they could see through to the real comfort 
available.  They became superficial, flippant.   !
Flippancy is insulting to God and man.  When we approach a situation flippantly, we deny 
the reality of that situation. We offer some kind of superficial plaster for it.  At worst we 
actually cause injury.  How can we avoid flippancy?  By having our eyes open to earth and 
heaven.  By facing the seriousness of life and its challenges, by really grasping them and not 
hiding from them in superficiality, we can then find the true comfort and encouragement of 
God, both for ourselves and others.  Earth and heaven meet.  Remember, that’s where 
Solomon ultimately wants us - gladness of heart.   !
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The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the heart of fools is in the house of mirth (7:4).  
Mirth means amusement, especially as expressed in laughter.  Again, there’s nothing wrong 
with mirth, in itself.  In fact, on the right ground, it’s really important to be able to be 
superficial.  It can be a great blessing to others and it’s a very necessary part of abundant 
life.  With our eyes wide open to earth and heaven, on the ground of utter reality, God 
wants us to be able to swim in both the depths and the shallows. !
But this is speaking about where the heart is.  Everything about life proceeds from the 
heart.  The heart of the wise is in a place of utter reality, both God-ward and man-ward.  
The heart of the fool is in a place of denial, of escapism, both God-ward and man-ward.  
The wise are those who choose the Spirit. The fools are those who choose the flesh.  !
It is better for a man to hear the rebuke of the wise, than to hear the song of fools (7:5).  Given the 
choice of listening to a good song or hearing a rebuke, which would you naturally opt for?    
I think we’d all be inclined towards choosing the song.  But the wise have their eyes wide 
open, the wise choose the Spirit, the wise walk in intimacy with God.  A rebuke coming 
from that place is of infinitely more value than whatever attractive ‘song’ might be offered 
from a place of escapism, of flesh, of self-realisation.   !
For as the crackling of thorns under a pot, so is the laughter of fools; this also is vapour (7:6).  
Crackling thorns under a pot make a lot of noise, but they burn up a lot more quickly than 
wood.  They soon turn to ashes. In other words, there’s nothing substantial at all that the 
way of the flesh can offer you. The whole system and lifestyle of the flesh, of independence, 
of self-realisation is empty.  It might make a lot of noise, but it comes to nothing.  In 
Shakespeare’s words, it “struts and frets upon the stage… a tale told by an idiot, full of 
sound and fury, signifying nothing.”  !
Oppression can turn a wise person into a fool, and a bribe corrupts the heart (7:7 NET).  Once 
wise, always wise?  Not necessarily.   Oppression, and the obstacles of life can weigh 
heavily on the wise.  Meanwhile it costs to choose the Spirit.  The flesh seems to offer us 
something so much more attractive, something that instead of costing us will actually pay 
us!  That’s how bribes work.  So there’s a great, frequent pressure to exchange wisdom and 
truth for something more attractive.  A short cut, really.  To pursue self-realisation rather 
than the desire of the Spirit.   !
Solomon graciously reminds us that the walk of the Spirit is a long, patient road; a 
continual choice, often against formidable opposition.  For the flesh sets its desire against the 
Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not 
do the things that you please (Galatians 5:17).  The flesh and the Spirit aren’t drifting along 
parallel with each other, trying to keep out of each other’s way, occasionally bumping into 
each other.  They’re very active, eyeball to eyeball in combat, each one  seeking to overcome 
the other.  It’s up to us which one prevails. !!

�4



Better is the end of a thing than its beginning (7:8). You set out on a journey, and at every 
crossroads, at every roundabout, at every junction, you choose a path.  The path you’ve 
chosen all along the way determines  your destination, precisely where you will arrive at 
the end of the journey.   In our heart and life, at each junction we choose the Spirit or we 
choose the flesh. Our decisions take us somewhere.  The intention is that we become 
something ever more glorious along the way.   !
The patient in spirit is better than the proud in spirit (7:8).  Pride insists on control - my view 
and my way.  Patience isn’t the same as passivity.  Patience insists on God’s view and God’s 
way.   That’s a very active thing - and it’s a long road.   !
Be not quick in your spirit to become angry… (7:9). Again, Solomon calls us to patience.  He 
wants our response to situations, our interaction with life, to be marked by the Spirit, not 
by mere reaction.  A practical way of putting this verse into effect is to take a deep breath 
before responding to something that’s unjust.  However, God wants to deal with us on a 
deeper level, He wants us to form the kind of character that immediately takes the line of the 
Spirit.   This means we have to walk closely with God through all the surrounding and 
underlying issues.   !
For example, I used to respond with anger at times if I felt I was in an impossible situation.  
Taking a deep breath and counting to ten didn’t work, because the anger had flared up 
before I had a chance to blink, let alone take a deep breath.   !
For a long time I just lived that way.  I hadn’t truly faced the tragedy of that pattern in my 
life.  I suppose it would have been too painful, so I escaped into the belief that ‘this is just 
the way things are.’   !
The Spirit’s first step was to bring me to a point of realising something was wrong and that 
it was destructive. !
From there, for a time all I could do was say sorry and ask God to forgive me.  But the 
intention of the Spirit is healing, solid hope, a permanent solution.  So I began to ask God 
why I responded this way.   !
Over time He began to show me that I was angry with myself for my inability to deal with 
the situations.   !
Then, He showed me this anger had a deeper root - I felt alone in those situations, as if it 
was all up to me to sort them out.   !
Then, He showed me I needed to trust that my Heavenly Father was with me in those 
situations, and that He would help me.   !
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Then, He showed me that however long a situation may go on for, however complicated it 
might be, I had to steadfastly trust in Him in it, and not be moved by my emotions or the 
difficulties arising.  In other words, to persevere. !
Then, as I began to put this into effect in the most trying of situations, my eyes began to be 
opened to His wisdom and His presence in ways that were and are glorious.   !
It was a very relational process, very intimate, with God revealing things to me and me 
responding and choosing the Spirit each step of the way. The outcome was a complete 
healing of my heart and soul in that area.  I don’t struggle in that way any more. His 
strength and grace are at play in me in those situations in unprecedented ways.   !
Anger lodges in the bosom of fools (7:9).  While I was believing I was alone and it was all up to 
me, I was walking like a fool, choosing the flesh, and the anger had opportunity to lodge in 
me.   But in His goodness God gave me the opportunity to get in step with the Spirit, to 
walk away from that path of the flesh and onto His path.    !
I had been in a place of denial, escapism.  He opened my eyes to the reality of earth, of my 
struggle; and then to the reality of heaven, of His help and presence.  I moved through a 
series of choices from flesh to spirit. !
In summary: !
1)  The only way to have intimacy with God is if your eyes are fully open, both to 
heaven and to earth.  (Others can then also benefit from your intimacy with God.) 
2) Everything hangs on your choice of flesh or Spirit.  And that is a long, continual 
path.   !
Lord, may our eyes be ever opened to earth and to heaven.  May the choice of flesh or Spirit be ever 
clear to us.  May we be awake, and satisfied with Your likeness; and thus be transformed into Your 
image from one degree of glory to another.  For Your glory, Amen. !

__________ !!
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