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Message by Pastor Marianne Cotter 
First United Methodist Church in Baraboo 

 
Ecclesiastes 2:24-26 
 
24 There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in their 

toil.  This also, I saw, is from the hand of God; 25 for apart from him who can eat or who 

can have enjoyment?  26 For to the one who pleases him God gives wisdom and knowledge 

and joy; but to the sinner he gives the work of gathering and heaping, only to give to one 

who pleases God.  This also is vanity and a chasing after wind. 

 
1 Corinthians 1:22-25 
 
22 For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, 23 but we proclaim Christ crucified, a 

stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those who are the called, 

both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  25 For God’s 

foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human 

strength. 

 

 
Meet The Teacher, the author of Ecclesiastes.  The Teacher offers us wisdom, defined as 
practical knowledge of the laws of life and the world that arise out of experience.  The 
Teacher doesn’t sugar coat things.  We can work hard all our lives, do all the right things, but 
still we’re not always rewarded.  And then we die.  Bad things really happen to good people.  
For The Teacher, God is King, ruler, sovereign.  God determines what will happen in our lives.  
Yet it’s hard to see how a loving God is at work in the seemingly random events in life.  
Today we heard in Ecclesiastes 2:26, this also is vanity and a chasing after wind.  Vanity is the 
Hebrew word “hebel” meaning vapor, breath, things that pass away quickly.  “Hebel” 
comes forty times Ecclesiastes.  “Hebel” is that absurd quality of life; that things don’t make 
sense.  
 
All this sounds very pessimistic.  But if we listen carefully, The Teacher’s message isn’t 
fatalistic.  There’s still room for freedom and choice.  Still, God’s will is that we have joy and 
happiness.  “There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink and find enjoyment in 
their toil.  This also, I saw, is from the hand of God . . .”  Ecclesiastes 2:24-25 
 
Eat, drink and be merry.  Sounds like what Epicurus, the Greek philosopher, taught.  He lived 
roughly 100 years before the book of Ecclesiastes was put in written form.  Epicurus said 
that happiness is being free of the fear of death, being loyal to your friends and enjoying 
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life’s little pleasures.  For The Teacher, happiness is having wisdom and doing God’s will.  
And God’s will for us is joy.  “For to the one who pleases him God gives wisdom and 
knowledge and joy.”  (Ecclesiastes 2:26)  This isn’t permission to do anything we feel like.  
The Teacher warns us we’ll be accountable for how we seek pleasure and joy.  In 
Ecclesiastes 11:9 we read, “Rejoice, young man, while you are young; and let your heart 
cheer you in the days of your youth.  Follow the inclinations of your heart and the desire of 
your eyes, but know that for all these things God will bring you into judgment.” 
 
So, what’s the kind of pleasure and joy that is pleasing to God? The saints give us some ideas.  
Teresa of Avila, founder of the Carmelite order, who lived in Spain in the 16th century, was 
known for her devotion to God and her sense of humor.  “A sad nun is a bad nun,” she said.  
“I am more afraid of one unhappy sister than a crowd of evil spirits . . . What would happen 
if we hid what little sense of humor we had?  Let each of us humbly use this to cheer 
others.”  Once, when she was travelling to one of her convents, Teresa was knocked off her 
donkey and fell into the mud, injuring her leg.  
“Lord,” she said, “you couldn’t have picked a worse 
time for this to happen.  Why would you let this 
happen?”  And the response in prayer that she heard 
was, “That is how I treat my friends.”  Teresa 
answered, “And that is why you have so few of 
them!” 
 
Let’s go to the 20th Century.  While in prison for 
resisting the Nazi’s, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German 
pastor, wrote this interpretation of Ecclesiastes 3 
'For everything there is a season': "But, to put it 
plainly, for a man in his wife's arms to be hankering after the other world is, in mild terms, a 
piece of bad taste, and not God's will.  We ought to find and love God in what he actually 
gives us; if it pleases him to allow us to enjoy some overwhelming earthly happiness, we 
mustn't try to be more pious than God himself . . . ." (Letters and Papers from Prison [New 
York: Macmillan, 1971] 168-169). 
 
Going back to the 18th century, from that, John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist 
movement, also believed God’s will for us was happiness.  For Wesley, happiness meant 
being immersed in love:  loving God with all our heart, mind, soul and strength and loving 
our neighbors as ourselves.  Holiness and happiness went together.  In his sermon “The Way 
to the Kingdom,” Wesley says happiness is “peace and joy in the Holy Ghost.”  Such peace is 
a gift of God which the world can neither understand nor take away, banishing both doubt 
and fear. This is accompanied by a “joy wrought in the heart by . . . the Spirit of God,” a joy 
that we are a forgiven people, and that God is our source (our Father) and we are God’s 
children forever.  
 
The apostle Paul, in his first letter to the Corinthians, said this about wisdom and happiness.  
In the Greek world where Paul proclaimed the gospel, there were wisdom teachers – who 
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claimed to have the answers to life’s problems.  Each teacher developed a larger or smaller 
following.  The common understanding was the more followers a teacher had the wiser they 
were and the more powerful their wisdom.  But Paul turned that upside down.  The power 
of true Wisdom came from God not people.  So what if you can’t figure out the meaning of 
life?  So what if you can’t make sense of it all?  We are not saved by having the right ideas as 
the philosophers said.  What’s important is that you know Jesus Christ – and know him 
crucified.  That’s Wisdom: believing in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  For 
those who are called, Christ is the power of God and the wisdom of God.  For those who are 
called, the cross is something we cling to, not stumble over because it doesn’t make sense.  
Paul says what counts is not what you know but “by whom you are known.”  
 
When we combine what The Teacher tells us with the apostle Paul, the message is that the 
key to living wisely in a world where things don’t always make sense is to find joy through 
Christ, doing God’s will where we are right now.  This story from The Upper Room for Friday 
August 21 tells us how one person did just that.  Bob Peterson writes of a church member 
Ruth he visited in the hospital.  “ ‘My brain has been scanned so many times,’ Ruth told her 
pastor.  I asked what she would like me to pray for.  I was expecting to hear requests such as 
healing, relief of pain, or to go home soon.  I was surprised when Ruth replied simply 
‘whatever is God’s will and purpose for my being here, pray that it be fulfilled.’  She was 
living in pain and would rather have been enjoying time with her grand- and great-
grandchildren, yet in her prayer she put God’s will first.  She loved and trust the LORD with all 
her heart.” 
 
Why do saints doing good fall off donkeys in the mud, or why do righteous people end up 
imprisoned by evil ones who appear to have won?  Why do bad things happen to good 
people?  Why do we have to endure a pandemic?  The Teacher would say we can never 
figure all these things out, because so much of life is “hebel.”  Even in a pandemic, God’s will 
is that you accept and find joy in your life right now.  If The Teacher says to us “Enjoy this 
life,” the apostle Paul adds find joy in life by knowing Jesus Christ, the wisdom of God and 
the power of God.  The good news is that then we are known by Him, when we stand in that 
grace place at the foot of the cross where Jesus died.  There we can find peace.  When we 
trust in him and him alone, our faith can make us well.  With Christ, we really can have 
righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.  Thanks be to God who gives us the victory 
through our LORD Jesus Christ.  Amen.  
 


