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You Are Not in Control 
Ecclesiastes 8.1-17 

 
Intro 
 
My grandmother - Dolores - my nanny was one of the most precious people I’ve ever known. 
She was intelligent, a WW2 veteran - she enlisted in the Coast Guard and worked the soda 
fountain at the commissary, curious, creative - I have watercolor paintings in my dining room - 
and I loved her. Still do. It was a privilege a few years ago to have her live in our home for a 
season as she attended LHC and communicated how she had truly begun to understand the 
grace of God. She was also a very picky eater.  
 
She basically ate the same thing every day. Oatmeal with dried cherries in the morning, a small 
piece of salmon for lunch and so forth. She ate this way not because of a finicky palate but with 
great intentionality which I learned about as she explained how each food provided different 
health benefits. Extremely strict - she fired a doctor after he attempted to help her relax in her 
eating habits and told her she should enjoy more things that she liked - chocolate - “you’ve 
made it” he said and that was it - she was out - and she “didn’t like his beard anyway.” 
 
She was scrupulous in her eating habits for one primary reason - her mother - my great-nanny 
had a stroke in her later years and was severely disabled - my grandmother and grandfather 
had taken care of her over the last decade of her life and my nanny was understandably deeply 
worried that someday she would have a stroke as well. So the diet.  
 
It was sadly ironic in 2018 while with my family in Orlando, FL at a Disney World vacation that I 
got a call at 4 AM from Harrisburg Hospital that my nanny had a stroke. While she recovered 
very briefly it was only a short matter of weeks that I received another call explaining that in 
the early morning hours that she had another stroke and was found unresponsive - this was 
one from which she did not recover and I lost my nanny.  
 
I tell you this story because I think it illustrates something about all of our lives - however hard 
we work, however hard we plan, however wise we are, however educated, however much we 
succeed, however much money we have - in the end - we have very little control over our lives - 
at least only across a tiny spectrum  
 
Hunger, breathing, pain 
 
Discipline, planning, exertion - the cancer hits, the government intrudes, the car collides head 
on, 
 
Not fatalism - realism - the kind of thing the Preacher in Ecclesiastes is constantly calling us to 
and the kind of thing we are reminded of in our text this morning 
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The Preacher examines the authority structures in this world and finds that ever the most wise, 
in the end must live in the mysteries of God’s activity in a fallen world that is often confusing, 
often perplexing, often does not line up with the ideal, a world that we have very little control 
over and therefore a world in which we do well to entrust ourselves to God  
 
I. The Authority of Earthly Kings (v. 1-9) 

 
A. V. 1 he transitions from chapter 7 that we looked at last week where he laid out the 

value of wisdom, teaching us that the heart of the wise lives with the end in view in 
order to orient the way we live our lives in light of the death we all face. There are 
lessons about life to be learned at a funeral - even that wisdom - in fact the deepest, 
most profound wisdom we can attain to has significant limitations when it comes to 
understanding the baffling, disorienting realities of life in a fallen world 
 

B. V. 1 - he presents a contrast - who is like the wise? Who knows the interoperation of a 
thing? Limits to wisdom - but again commends wisdom - makes a man’s face shine - it 
softens the hardness of one’s countenance  
 

When wisdom is able to solve a problem there is relief and gladness. (Belcher) 
 

C. V. 2 turns his attention to the king 
 

1. Keep the king’s command because of God’s oath to him - reminding us that behind 
any and all authority is the sovereign hand of God  
 

D. V. 3-4 furthermore says the Preacher - obey the King because he does whatever he 
pleases - if you oppose him, he will punish you - it is unwise to resist his authority  
 

E. V. 5 - we are called to submit to the governing authorities - yet the wise in heart will 
know the proper time and just way - IOW pick your spots  
 

“Behold, I am sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be wise as serpents and 
innocent as doves. (Matthew 10:16) 
 

1. V. 6-7 he reminds us what he taught in Ch. 3 that there is a time and place for 
everything and the wise navigate around the challenges of living under authority - 
and yet, yet there is really no getting completely around it - no bobbing and 
weaving can change this situation - he doesn’t really have control in this life lived 
under the authority of the government  
 

F. V. 8 no man can keep his life from death - no one ultimately has power over death  
 

1. There is no discharge from war - a primary illustration that when one is 
commanded into battle there isn’t any real choice 
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2. Wickedness won’t deliver one from the reality of death - certainly there are many 
temptations to sin that carry with them a promise of escape 
 

Illustration: porn - virtual reality   
 

G. V. 9 - once again he describes his search for meaning in this life under the sun - and 
sees a kind of futility in the power structures of this world - man has power over man 
to his hurt - political power takes away control over our lives  
 

1. We live in the freest country in the history of the world - for many - perhaps most 
of human history the daily experience is one of oppression  
 

Illustration: Rwandan genocide in 1994 - total death toll as high as 1.1 million - ask the victims - 
the Tutsis how much control they had over their lives?  
 

H. Application 
 

1. Grateful to live in a democratic republic - we still live under authority - shutdown - 
resist - destroy your business - MORE  
 

Illustration: COVID - Politicians and we only have a vote that may or may not count - we can 
rage - doesn’t get us very far except a troubled soul  
 
Illustration: HOA - color or your front door - 1/3 of money goes to taxes 
 

2. Reminded that we are not purely autonomous creatures shaping our own destinies 
- there are forces over and around us that restrict, compel and shape our lives no 
matter how wise 

a) A caution to not place our confidence in political solutions   
 

II. The Authority of Our Heavenly King (10-13) 
 

A. Turns his attention from government to once again examine the fate of the righteous 
and wicked as he has done throughout this book  
 

B. V. 10 - he sees utter vanity - enigmatic confusion - the wicked go in and out of the holy 
place - religious hypocrites - are given an honorable burial and praised by their 
neighbors for their righteousness - making excuses - “rascal” “he did it with a bit of 
flair” “ruthless work ethic” 
 

C. V. 11 they didn’t get what they deserved - their wickedness went unpunished - the 
sentence was not executed speedily - this even emboldens others to sin with impunity - 
I suppose there needn’t be consequences if I can get away with it 
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D. V. 12-13 he brings the reality of a holy and righteous God into the equation  
 

1. Though a sinner lives a long life of regular, deliberate sinning against God - yet we 
will note well whatever appearances are - he will not prolong his days ultimately 
because he does not fear God  
 

2. For the one who fears God - who trembles with joy before him and aims to live a 
life that is pleasing - it will be well - in the end all will be well  
 

E. We do well to remember then - that whatever appearances may be - God reigns over 
all things - he reigns in justice and righteousness and for those who are tempted to 
think that we can do whatever - even the most wicked kinds of things and if we avoid 
consequences than we have gotten away with it:  
 

[12] If a man does not repent, God will whet his sword; he has bent and readied his bow; [13] 
he has prepared for him his deadly weapons, making his arrows fiery shafts. [14] Behold, the 
wicked man conceives evil and is pregnant with mischief and gives birth to lies. [15] He makes 
a pit, digging it out, and falls into the hole that he has made. [16] His mischief returns upon 
his own head, and on his own skull his violence descends. (Psalm 7:12-16) 
 

1. He has bent and readied  
 

F. The wisest thing we could ever do is humble ourselves before God - he is not dull 
headed, he is not absent-minded, he is not forgetful - he will pour out his justice  
 

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of 
men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. (Romans 1:18) 
 

G. And even if we “get away” with it all will be uncovered and revealed in due time 
 

The sins of some people are conspicuous, going before them to judgment, but the sins of 
others appear later. (1 Timothy 5:24) 
 

H. Application  
 

1. Sobering - Such is the greatness of his mercy and grace  
 

[23] for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, [24] and are justified by his grace as 
a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, [25] whom God put forward as a 
propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, 
because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. [26] It was to show his 
righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who 
has faith in Jesus. (Romans 3:23-26) 
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2. Divine forbearance - passed over former sins - LOOK AT EVERYONE GETTING AWAY 
WITH IT - REVEALED HIS JUSTICE IN THE WRATH POURED OUT AT THE CROSS - 
executing his judgment against the willing, sinless Son of God - dying as our 
substitute - SO THAT ALL WHO PUT THEIR FAITH IN JESUS CAN BE DELIVERED from 
wrath and judgement  
 

The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, 
not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance. (2 Peter 3:9) 
 

3. WE HAVE THIS PROMISE THAT The risen Christ is coming again to set all things right 
- justice will fully and finally be done  
 

Illustration: Abuser got away with it - all will receive justice either in and through Christ or on 
that last day when he will judge the earth in righteousness  
 

I. The Preacher examines these spheres - earthly authority and divine authority and in 
the end, he helps us to: 
 

III. Acknowledge Our Lack of Control (14-17) 
 

A. V. 14 more vanity - reiterates a theme from the previous chapter - he looks around and 
observes - there are many righteous people who get treated as the wicked should - 
wicked people who are elevated and made prosperous - we are reminded that we live 
in a confusing world - the wisest cannot discern the meaning behind this injustice  
 

B. V. 15 - in light of all this - I commend joy - ME TOO - nothing better in this world than to 
eat and drink and be joyful - instead of exerting our energy into seeking to understand 
the ins and outs of the many baffling realities we are surrounded by - live in the 
moment - in your toil - as you work - enjoy - take joy in the gifts that God has given you 
- simple joys from his hand - earthy quality to our faith - feet planted in the earth - 
mind set on heavenly things - savoring in his good gifts for his glory 
 

C. V. 16-17 he continues his quest to understand wisdom and its place in the world - this 
whole business of working and existing - he seeks to observe God’s work in the world - 
concludes cannot be found out 
 

1. God is at work in 10 million ways and we are only aware of a couple at any given 
time 
 

[8] For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the 
LORD. [9] For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways 
and my thoughts than your thoughts. (Isaiah 55:8-9) 
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2. However much we may toil to understand we can’t figure it all out - no matter how 
wise we claim to be or how wise we actually are  
 

D. Well - that’s an encouraging word - realize and acknowledge that in light of the 
authorities of this world and even more the authority of heaven - our ability to 
understand and control the world around us and our own lives is extremely limited - 
where does that leave us?  
 

1. It leaves us with a realistic view of this life under the sun and it leaves us longing for 
that which only God can provide - the rest from our confusion - the confidence that 
he is reigning that he is good  
 

2. Reliant upon his Word, his promises - that he has given everything we need for life 
and godliness in this world - we know his very heart in and through the revelation 
of Jesus Christ  
 

By faith we believe that life is in His hands and that the trials of life do have a purpose. We 
may not be able to explain everything in life, but we trust in the revelation of God, which 
affirms what is good for us in life in this world. (Richard Belcher) 
 
[1] O LORD, my heart is not lifted up; my eyes are not raised too high; I do not occupy myself 
with things too great and too marvelous for me. [2] But I have calmed and quieted my soul, 
like a weaned child with its mother; like a weaned child is my soul within me. (Psalm 131:1-3) 
 

E. Application  
 

1. Not apathy - Do what’s in front of us - faithfully - receiving his gifts and returning 
our gratefulness and praise - toil under the sun - certainly we can work for change - 
for justice  
 

2. In our frustrations - in our confusion - casting our cares upon him because he cares 
for us  

a) Anxiety, anger, worry about the state of things - yes apply yourself to do what is 
in front of you - at the end of all our efforts we entrust ourselves to the God 
who reigns over all things  
 

Close  
 
There are lots of important and wise decisions we can make about our lives that carry 
significance when it comes to quality of life and prosperity for ourselves and our families - my 
Nanny probably did extend her life to 92 
 
We recognize our limitations - in large part - we aren’t in control of our lives - adopted children 
of the King of Heaven - we take heart - he is in control - he will bring us safely home 
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