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Confessions  
of a workaholic 

Readings: Ecclesiastes 2:1-11; 1Timothy 6:6-12; Luke 12:13-21 
 

I have a confession to make and it’s about why there isn’t a sermon today.   
Life has been a bit hectic with being a staff member down and the Bishop leaving 

and I spent time yesterday getting ready for the AGM next weekend.  I remembered a 
conversation where I found myself agreeing with a man who was saying we all work too 
much, do too much and don’t actually seem to particularly enjoy life.  I could have done 
some internet research to find statistics to back up that statement, about how working 
hours have dramatically increased over the past 20 years and life satisfaction has 
declined.  But that sounded like just more work in the midst of an already really busy 
day.   

“Slow down, you move too fast” So sang Simon & Garfunkel in the late 60’s and 
rarely has a culture so whole heartedly ignored a wise piece of advice.  We live in a 
busy, if not manic, acquisitive society, all looking for a sense of achievement and 
security in that we have managed to get hold of. 

I thought Ecclesiastes has something to say to this culture and I have to preach 
on it tomorrow, looking at what do we achieve from all our toil, do we achieve anything 
in all our busyness?  But then I realised I would have to think about that later, I have 
other things I have to get on with now. 

WHAT IS GOOD FOR A MAN TO DO 

When I finally had a moment, I opened up Ecclesiastes 2.  There we find the 
Teacher setting out on another quest for understanding.  He wants to test what is good, 
what it is good for man to do under heaven.  It made me think of Genesis 1 where God 
looks at all he has made under heaven and he can look at it and say “It is good”.  God 
finds satisfaction in his work.  This once again fits well with my understanding of “under 
heaven” of looking at the world from God’s point of view. 

The Teacher dismisses pleasure and laughter as mist, as I understand the word 
translated as “vanity”, and he sets out on a massive building project.  Interestingly there 
are lots of ties between what the Teacher does and what God does in the early chapters 
of Genesis, he makes gardens with fruit trees, populates them with males and females 
who go forth and multiply.  He is very busy and he finds that he enjoys his work, this is 
his reward in his labour. 

Finally the Teachers looks at his work, looking for what is good, and what is 
worthwhile, and he says that it was all mist, nothing had been achieved under the sun.  
Once again he has sought to see “under heaven”, to see as God does, but his 
conclusions are “under the sun” and in that light all is mist, from all his toil nothing has 
been gained. 

WHAT IS HIS PROBLEM? 

So I thought what is his problem?  He is rich, he has fame, he has a harem!  As I 
read on I discovered the answer, death.   
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 ‘The wise man has eyes in his head, while the fool walks in darkness, 
but I came to realise that the same fate overtakes them both.” (2:14) 
He had been searching by wisdom, looking for universal understanding, but his 

fate is just the same as any old fool.  Wisdom may be better than foolishness, the wise 
man can see while a fool walks in the darkness, but the same future awaits them all.  
More distressing not only is death inevitable but both the fool and the wise man will 
soon be forgotten.   

I thought “How can I make a sermon out of this?  It is all a bit depressing.”  
It is depressing, but it is true.  Death is inevitable.  I remember once speaking to 

an oncologist who frequently had the difficult task of telling people that they had cancer 
and they often would break down and say “I am going to die.”  He said his response was 
to say “Actually that was true before you knew you had cancer as well.”  It may not have 
been the most sensitive bedside manner but it was truth.  Rich, poor, wise, foolish, 
young, old, death is there before us all. 

And most of us will be quickly forgotten.  There are many plaques around this 
church and many of the people they commemorate are forgotten.  All that they were, all 
their effort and toil has been forgotten, faded away. 

As this is true it means that all that we achieve, all the effort we put into our lives, 
our work - death will take them away from us and we will be forgotten, in which case 
have we achieved anything? It’s all mist. All that we think we hold onto will slip from our 
grasp.   

I certainly felt like a sermon for today was beyond my grasp. 

WHO’S NEXT? 

As I read on I could see that he was not only annoyed that anything he had 
achieved would be taken away from him, but that it would go to another and he would 
have no control over it, and the next person might be a complete fool.  I thought this 
was rather ironic as Solomon is in the background who built the Kingdom of Israel to its 
glorious pinnacle and his son destroyed the whole thing leading the entire nation into 
ruin, division and decline. 

I reflected on some of the examples we have had in our culture and couldn’t help 
but wonder if the Packers or Murdoch’s had ever read Ecclesiastes 

“For a man may do his work with wisdom, knowledge and skill and then he must 
leave all he owns to someone who has not worked for it.  This too is mist and a great 
misfortune.” (22) 

Death and lack of control means that nothing we achieve lasts, not a cheery 
thought as I tried to labour hard on a sermon, what will it achieve?   Perhaps I could 
focus on showing how this should change our thinking about work, our achievements, 
and see them in a different light.  Most importantly not to think them as more important 
than they are. In the end they are mist, they will slip from our grasp.  But last week’s 
sermon had covered some of that and I didn’t want to do two uncomfortable sermons in 
a row, I was starting to regret choosing to do a series on Ecclesiastes. 

PREACHER OF JOY 

Then I came upon the rather surprising verse 24.    
“A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his 

work.  This too, I see, is from the hand of God, for without him, who can eat or find 
enjoyment?” 

This does not sound like the Teacher who had been so depressed a few 
moments before.  But he had realised that while he had not achieved anything 
ultimately in his toil he had enjoyed himself in the doing of it.  This enjoyment in the 
moment ultimately was his reward, something that could not be taken away from him.  It 
was God’s gift to him. 
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I then flicked through and found other passages in this supposedly depressing 
book that encouraged the enjoyment of life.  It is perhaps best captured in 8:15  

 “So I commend the enjoyment of life, because nothing is better for a man under 
the sun that to eat and drink and be glad.  Then joy will accompany him in his work all 
the days of the life God has given him under the sun.” 

I realised that that this not the “eat, drink and be merry” that the New Testament 
condemns. That attitude cuts God out.  Rather the Teacher is encouraging a lifestyle 
that recognises that the good things in life are there for us to enjoy, God has given them 
to us, and to do so is God’s will, and we should be grateful.   

This also was not advising carpe diem, seize the day, it was not to go out and 
look for fun and excitement, the Teacher would surely say that was mist, ungraspable 
and wouldn’t work, but a more humble attitude of grateful enjoyment when good comes 
our way.  Death is still inevitable and our achievements may be mist but we can still 
enjoy life and indeed the more we understand the true nature of our existence the better 
position we would be in to enjoy the good things that God provides. 

I thought I was moving towards something that could work as a sermon now.  
Having this perspective enables us to have a more realistic attitude to our work, what 
we can achieve and its value and places a greater value on the simple pleasures of 
eating and drinking with family and friends, and enjoying what we do, rather than being 
driven by what we do. 

Now I was getting somewhere, but there was still a lot of work required to make 
this sermon work, because I really wanted it to be a good one.  And I still had all the 
preparation for the Annual General Meeting to sort out. 

THE EXAMPLE AND TEACHING OF CHRIST 

I reflected on how Jesus lived this out.  You often read about Jesus eating and 
drinking and enjoying himself, so much so that he could be accused of being a drunkard 
and a glutton.  He compared heaven to eating and drinking and people enjoyed being 
around him, presumably because in general he was in some sense good to be around.  
He embraced the life that he had and enjoyed it.   

More than that he called on people to come to him for rest.  We Christians 
believe in a religion of rest but sometimes we are busier than everyone else.  We can 
be so busy doing things for God that we  don’t stop to remember the things that he has 
given us.  God, Ecclesiastes teaches us and Jesus shows us, thinks it good when we 
enjoy life, and stop and take the time to smell the roses, it is his gift to us. 

TRUE CONFESSION 

Right, I thought how do I apply this, how can I encourage people in the midst of 
some of the grim and uncomfortable realities of life to enjoy the good things that God 
provides for them to do? 

  Well I was working hard on that idea when I thought that really I need to apply it 
first to myself.  What would that mean, well certainly sometimes I can work too hard, try 
to achieve and don’t stop to enjoy the life that I have.  I was given a gift of “The book for 
people who do too much.” 

So, and this is where we come to my confession, I stopped working on the 
sermon, I listened to the Army Band, spent time with Mum and Dad, had a takeaway 
with George, watched a Star Trek episode with the boys, had a glass of wine and went 
to bed earlier that I have for days and it was good, and God would think it was good too. 

So that is why there is no sermon today, just the confession of workaholic who 
wants others to know, as the Teacher did that …. 
 “there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good while they live.   That 
everyone may eat and drink and find satisfaction in all his toil – this is a gift of God.” 


