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4Again I saw all the oppressions that are practiced under the sun. Look, the tears of the 
oppressed—with no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was 
power—with no one to comfort them. 2And I thought the dead, who have already died, 
more fortunate than the living, who are still alive; 3but better than both is the one who 
has not yet been, and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun. 

4 Then I saw that all toil and all skill in work come from one person’s envy of another. 
This also is vanity and a chasing after wind. 
5 Fools fold their hands 
   and consume their own flesh. 
6 Better is a handful with quiet 
   than two handfuls with toil, 
   and a chasing after wind. 

7 Again, I saw vanity under the sun: 8the case of solitary individuals, without sons or 
brothers; yet there is no end to all their toil, and their eyes are never satisfied with 
riches. ‘For whom am I toiling’, they ask, ‘and depriving myself of pleasure?’ This also is 
vanity and an unhappy business. 

9 Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. 10For if they 
fall, one will lift up the other; but woe to one who is alone and falls and does not have 
another to help. 11Again, if two lie together, they keep warm; but how can one keep 
warm alone? 12And though one might prevail against another, two will withstand one. A 
threefold cord is not quickly broken. 

 

 
Earlier this week, I stopped by the store to pick up a magazine. I wanted to find the 

latest edition of Real Simple magazine. If you aren’t familiar with Real Simple, it’s a monthly 

magazine designed to provide smart, realistic solutions from do-it-yourself crafts and 

recipes to home decor ideas, all to make your life easier. In fact, that’s the catchphrase 

under the magazine title: life made easier. 

I went in search of this magazine because I figured it would be chock-full of ways to 

make my life more simple. And I wasn’t disappointed. In the February issue were ideas 
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for how to downsize, tips on how the organizers organize, how to turn your hobby into a 

successful business, and more. I was sure that just a few minutes of reading was bound to 

make my life simple. 

Real Simple is an absolutely genius name. It makes it sound like the ideas contained 

within won’t take any time or effort. And we are guilty of doing the same when we use 

that phrase with others. It’s “real simple” we tell our kids: brush your teeth; get proper 

sleep; study ahead of time; get good grades; don’t wait until the last minute. Do these 

simple things and your life will be so much better. It’s “real simple” we tell our 

subordinates when it comes to completing the project. Do it my way and it will turn out 

right. It’s “real simple” why this won’t work we would like to tell our bosses. “Real 

simple” is a phrase that just screams orderliness and easiness. 

But beside the Real Simple magazine on the shelf were some other magazines that 

caught my eye. There was the Real Simple Special Edition titled Organizing Room by Room. It 

featured easy solutions for every space and 175 ideas to free yourself from clutter. There 

was also a magazine called Simple Sustainability from National Geographic. This magazine was 

all about getting back to the basics, discovering new skills, and making your own 

essentials. In no time, I could be canning at home, weaving baskets and quilts, and 

making my own soap and natural remedies. 

And there was this one – Reveal magazine – from Drew and Jonathan Scott, otherwise 

known as the Property Brothers on HGTV. The feature story outlined on the cover of 

this magazine was Simplify Your Life. Besides outlining 20 easy home upgrades which 

would make a big impact, they also shared in their letter from the editors how, lately, 

they’ve been asking what it means to renovate our own lives, to slow down and live 

calmer, simpler days. It seems that’s what we are all looking for. 

This morning we are beginning a new worship series for the season of Lent called 

Simplicity. This isn’t a series on how to get your house organized through some real simple 

steps or easy renovations. It’s about renovating your spiritual life through the discipline of 
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simplicity. Lent is a season set aside by the church each year for personal introspection 

and growth, a time for preparing our hearts and minds to commemorate Jesus’ death and 

to celebrate his resurrection. And over the course of the next five weeks, we will attempt 

to do just that by specifically concentrating on simplicity. As Drew and Jonathan rightly 

point out – even though they weren’t talking about this from a faith perspective - “When 

you simplify your life, you can focus on the bigger picture, the stuff that really matters.”i 

Now, when you think of spiritual disciplines, we don’t generally think about simplicity. 

I suspect that’s partially because we don’t know what simplicity means. I hope we can 

change that over the next five weeks. But I also think we don’t think about simplicity as a 

spiritual discipline because it’s not “real simple.” In fact, Drew and Jonathan actually 

named the challenge: “It’s ironic,” they wrote in their opening letter, “that aiming for a 

simpler life can seem like so much, well, work.”ii This is especially true for living as a 

Christian in today’s world. It seems that everything we find in here (Bible) contrasts with 

what we find in here (magazines), and especially what we find out there in the culture of 

our day-to-day lives. As the Quaker theologian Richard Foster rightly notes there is a real 

complexity to simplicity. There is nothing simple about the discipline of simplicity. Yet, 

Foster also notes that “It is in simplicity that we enter the deep silences of the heart for 

which we were created.”iii Something the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes would 

agree with. 

Ecclesiastes is an Old Testament book of wisdom. Yet, Ecclesiastes almost didn’t 

make what we would call the Old Testament. At the Council of Jamnia in 90 AD, a 

meeting designed to establish the Hebrew canon, one school of rabbis rejected it as an 

inspired book because of its radical perspective while another school of rabbis approved 

it for precisely the same reason. Eventually, though, the radical wisdom of Ecclesiastes 

was acknowledged by a majority of Jews and Christians. In fact, the great Protestant 

reformer Martin Luther suggested Christians should read it every day “because it so 

firmly rejects sentimental religiosity.”iv This may make it the perfect text for Lent. 
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The author of Ecclesiastes is identified as Qoholet, which is the Hebrew word for 

teacher. While tradition attributed Proverbs to the young King Solomon and viewed 

Ecclesiastes as the reflections of the years when Solomon’s hair had turned the color of 

almond blossoms, scholars suggest otherwise. They point out that linguistic clues suggest 

that Ecclesiastes was most likely written nearly 500 years later, between the second half of 

the fifth century and the first half of the fourth century BC, during the period of Persian 

rule. 

The Persian era was a time of economic and social uncertainty. The economy of this 

period had changed from a subsistence agrarian culture to a competitive commercial 

atmosphere. The Persians had introduced money as, not just a medium of exchange, but 

as a commodity. Commerce was no longer primarily a royal enterprise, but was 

democratized and privatized. This economic setting – a lot like our own – lent itself both 

to economic opportunity and economic exploitation. It was this reality, Qoholet 

observed, that drove people to dissatisfaction and helplessness. And that’s why he spoke 

out against the traditional sages who had aligned themselves with the political agenda of 

the Persian authorities and were heavily invested in maintaining the economic and 

political status quo. As a critical sage, Qoholet focused his energy on challenging the 

conventions of the conventional wisdom teachers.v 

That’s definitely what we find in Ecclesiastes. Our scripture reading this morning, 

which fully reflects these themes, comes from the fourth chapter of Ecclesiastes. 

However, just like you can’t jump into a book midway through and expect to understand 

it, it’s helpful to know what happened in the first three chapters of Ecclesiastes that led to 

the Eeyore-like flavor of Chapter 4. 

In Chapter 1, after making an opening thesis statement that all of life is vanity – empty 

and senseless - Qoholet begins describing how he got to that conclusion. He first declares 

that he devoted himself to study…and increased in wisdom more than any of Jerusalem’s 

former rulers (1:12-16). Yet, this higher education he claims was a mixed blessing. The 
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more he learned, the wider his eyes were opened to the world’s folly and madness and 

pain and sorrow (1:18). 

Then in Chapter 2, Qoholet then declares that he tested pleasure – laughter, wine, the 

embrace of folly (2:3), and even numerous amorous liaisons (2:8). But all of that fun, and 

the wine that fueled it, didn’t deliver the expected payoff. Pleasure for its own sake 

accomplished nothing he wrote (2:2). 

When that didn’t work out, Qoholet sought to be his generation’s Donald Trump the 

developer. “I undertook great projects,” he wrote (2:4), becoming a renowned builder and 

an architect of splendid projects: things like mansions, vineyards, gardens, parks, 

reservoirs – all with his name on it. However, building all of these things, in hopes that he 

would be remembered by people for them, turned out to be just another example of 

chasing the wind – the same wind that eventually erodes all monuments. 

Finally, Qoholet tried hyper-accumulation. “I amassed stuff – really, really lots of stuff 

– herds, flocks, silver, gold, slaves” (2:7-8).  He became the patron saint of conspicuous 

consumption, denying himself nothing. Yet, even with all the stuff, he wondered: Is that 

all? Isn’t there more? 

Chapter 2 closes out Qoholet’s verdict on his experiments: they didn’t work. It was 

vanity – meaningless and senseless. And he didn’t mince words: “I hate my life!” he 

declared (2:17).vi This is the background that leads us to our scripture lesson this 

morning. 

The first three verses of Chapter 4 were all about the tragedies Qoholet had observed: 

oppression and exploitation, the pain and suffering of the innocent, a lack of concern by 

those who could have brought comfort. He describes life to be a lot like the board game 

Sorry! If you have played Sorry! you know the object of the game is to get ahead by 

knocking others off the board and sending them back home. You step on others to get to 

top in a cutthroat way. So devastated was Qoholet by what he saw that he thought it 

might be better off dead. Or, even better, to not have been born at all. 
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Then in verses 4-6, he describes the rat-race of working to keep up. Here life is like 

playing chess. The game of chess requires you to think about strategy. While it seems 

calm on the surface, we know that when someone is playing, they are spending energy 

trying to overcome the other person. In the same way, Qoholet muses, all of our energy 

seems to be spent on keeping up with and surpassing the “Joneses.” It seems we are 

motivated by envy, and envy will never be satisfied. 

Then verses 7 and 8 describe the relentless greed Qoholet observed around him. To 

keep the game-playing analogy going, these verses describe what we find when we play 

the board game, Monopoly. Monopoly is a game where you try to rule all by yourself. Only 

one person can win, and that person can only win when everyone else loses. Plus, it’s a 

game that highlights the feeling of never being satisfied. You can’t just enjoy the 

properties. You have to build houses, and then hotels, and then you want to buy out your 

competitors. There is no contentment. 

Finally, Qoholet notes, there is one more issue that plagues us – isolation. In verses 9-

12, Qoholet warns of the dangers of a lack of companionship. This is the real life version 

of Solitaire. Solitaire may be a way to pass the time, but in the end, you’re all by yourself.vii 

There’s no one to help you, no one to comfort you, no one to protect you. 

So what do we do with the doldrums of Qoholet? What do we do with the radical 

negativity of Ecclesiastes? David Hubbard wrote that wisdom literature can help point us 

to “the greater wise man, and the greater wisdom.” As the Old Testament wisdom 

literature points out, all these “other things” are ultimately unsuccessful saviors. 

Deliverers who don’t deliver. And that’s because they can’t, not at the level of our deepest 

need.viii That’s why education and pleasure-seeking and empire building and accumulating 

stuff and cutthroat exploitation and running the rat race and relentless greed and focusing 

only on self doesn’t work. We need to find what the woman at the well found. There in 

the midst of a breathtakingly honest conversation about hunger and worship and 

marriage and eternity, Jesus promised her that he would personally and perpetually give 
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her satisfaction. Everyone who drink this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I 

give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give will become in them a spring of water welling up to 

eternal life (John 4:13-14). 

Our scripture lesson from Ecclesiastes serves up a number of the topics we will be 

talking about in the coming weeks as we wrestle with simplicity: things like finding 

simplicity in our schedules, in our work, with our resources, and in our relationships and 

community. But Qoholet doesn’t leave us without any solutions. In the midst of naming 

all of the tragedies of life, he also serves up some starting points for building up the inner 

resources that result in the outer expression of simplicity – ones that don’t require us to 

live off the grid or regret our birth. 

Will Mancini, who founded Auxano, the church consulting firm we have used here at 

First Christian, wrote that to cultivate the trait of simplicity, you need two things: 1) A 

process; and 2) A partner. That’s what Qoholet names in Ecclesiastes 4. The process, he 

claims, is doing things which bring balance. The work that is driven by envy fills both 

hands. But the lazy man, Qoholet claims, folds his hands and sits idly. Neither is right. 

Instead, the Teacher tells us, simplicity starts with being satisfied with enough (what one 

hand can hold) and not living one’s life for just a little more (two hands) or prizing 

idleness (folded hands) (4:6). 

The trait of simplicity is also cultivated by having a partner. Two are better than one, 

Qoholet tells us (v. 9). This social element is actually the genius of Christianity. The sheep 

of Jesus flock together…and it’s in this community that we find strength and warmth and 

fulfillment and someone who has our back. 

So as we step into this Lenten series on Simplicity, that’s your homework assignment 

for this week. Start by finding an example or two of where you are gripping something 

with both hands rather than one. Are you working too hard to the neglect of your family? 

Is your desire to have more an attempt to outdo your neighbor or your coworker or your 

brother? And then, once you’ve done that hard work of reflection, find an accountability 
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partner. Find someone who will do this Lenten journey of simplicity with you. Someone 

who will love you and confront you and pray for you. Between now and next Sunday, I 

challenge you to do these two things. 

But as we begin this journey, let me remind you of this. Simplicity is both a grace and a 

discipline. It’s a grace because it ultimately requires something more than we can provide 

for ourselves. ‘Tis a gift to be simple, ‘tis a gift to be free, the Shaker hymn tells us. Ultimately, 

simplicity is a gift given to us by God. But, simplicity is also a discipline because we are 

called to do something. It involves a consciously chosen course of action. This is the 

assertion that by turning, turning we’ll come ‘round right. Simplicity is both a grace and a 

discipline. What this means is that we won’t find real simplicity in Real Simple. We’ll find it 

in the cross and in the changes that makes in our hearts. 
 
 

i Drew+Jonathan Reveal magazine, Winter 2021 issue. 
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