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‘FULL HANDS, EMPTY HANDS’ 
ECCLESIASTES 5:8-6:12 

 
[St Mark’s Northbridge, All Services, Sunday May 15, 2022] 

 
In our staff meetings at the moment we’re reading through Psalm 119.  In our meeting 
this past Wednesday our reading included verses 33-35 and I’m going to read them now 
and then use them to pray for us as we begin.   
 
[Read Psalm 119:33-35] 
 
1. When A Decision Is Needed. 
 
It’s not uncommon for people who are facing a big decision to find it hard to work out the 
way forward.  And in that situation, when a decision is needed, a popular approach is to 
write a list of pros and cons.  What are the pros- the considerations in favour of 
something?   And what are the cons- those things that perhaps count against it?  
Advantages and disadvantages.  Positives and negatives.  Carefully considering both 
can help us come to a position of clarity on what we’re thinking about.  It can help us 
make decisions. 
 
2. Weighing The Pros & Cons Of Wealth. 
 
So I thought today/tonight I’d offer you a pros and cons list as we consider Ecclesiastes 
5 and 6.  Because this section is all about worldly wealth.  And as we read through it, it 
feels to me like the Teacher is weighing up the advantages and disadvantages of 
wealth- thinking deeply about both the positives and negatives.  You can see the list I’ve 
come up with on your outline and I’m just going to spend the next little while talking you 
through it. 
 
And we’ll start this morning/evening with the cons because that’s where the Teacher 
starts in 5:8.  If you have your Bibles open you can follow along with me as we look at 
what these verses actually say. 
 

PROS CONS 
eating, drinking, satisfying work 
(5:18) 

unsurprising injustice (5:8-9) 

God-given enjoyment (5:19) unrequited love (5:10) 
desire fulfilment (6:2) unproductive consumerism (5:11) 
 sleeplessness (5:12) 
 harmful hoarding (5:13) 
 unfortunate loss (5:14) 
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 empty hands on departure (5:15-16) 
 misery (5:17) 
 death brings enjoyment to an end 

(6:1-6) 
 appetite unsatisfied (6:7-11) 

 
 
And the first con he mentions is that the desire for wealth is part of what makes the 
world a place of unsurprising injustice.  5:8-9. 
 
[Read 5:8-9] 
 
When you see the oppression of the poor, he says, you’d be wise to presume there’s a 
profit motive involved.  Whether it’s through taxation or commerce, people in authority 
often stand to benefit from the imposition of unreasonable or unjust demands upon 
those lower down in the supply chain or the social strata.  People with power often use 
their power to make sure they benefit- financially, as much as in other ways.  And, sadly, 
this is so commonplace, the Teacher says, that we shouldn’t be surprised when we see 
it. 
 
The second con he mentions is what I’m calling unrequited love.  Because in verse 10 
he’s talking about those who love money and who love wealth.  And his point is that 
money never loves you back- not in the way that you hope.  Verse 10. 
 
[Read 5:10] 
 
When you love money, he says, you want more of it.  And when you always want more 
of it, satisfaction is unachievable.  And this too is part of life’s meaninglessness. 
 
Thirdly, the Teacher observes that wealth leads to a kind of unproductive consumerism.  
Verse 11. 
 
[Read 5:11] 
 
The more you possess the bigger you become.  I suppose this is sometimes literally 
true- in terms of a person’s physical size.  But I think he means it in a broader sense.  As 
you own more things you need more space.  So you get a bigger house or a bigger 
storage unit.  You also need a bigger insurance policy and a bigger removalist truck 
when the time comes to upsize again.  And the repair and replacement bills keep 
growing too.  The whole operation gets bigger.  But what benefit do goods and 
possessions bring to their owners?  They may please or amuse us for a while.  But you 
can only drive one car at a time, and you can only look at one painting at a time, you can 
only watch one TV at a time, and you can only drink one glass of wine at a time.  So as 
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possessions increase, there are more and more things in the house that aren’t actually 
being used at any given moment.  You can see these things and feel glad you have 
them, but are they productive?  This too the Teacher sees as a con when it comes to 
wealth. 
 
The fourth thing he mentions is that wealth can cause sleeplessness.  I wonder how 
many times someone’s gone to a doctor complaining of insomnia and the GP has asked 
whether the patient has considered this possibility?  That their long nights lying awake 
could be caused by the money they have in the bank?  I doubt that’s happened very 
often!  But this is the Teacher’s diagnosis.  Verse 12. 
 
[Read 5:12] 
 
When someone works hard through the day, even if they haven’t had enough to eat for 
dinner, they sleep sweetly, the Teacher says.  But the rich man who has more than he 
needs lays awake at night worrying about whether his investments are going to grow or 
shrink, whether he’ll be able to afford the new house he’s been thinking about buying, 
and whether the business he runs is performing as well as it could.  The Teacher’s 
claim, here, is that the man who has much worries more than the man who has little. 
 
Fifthly- harmful hoarding.  Verse 13. 
 
[Read 5:13] 
 
People who can’t let go of their possessions not only create worry for themselves, but 
also work. Because those possessions need to be stored and preserved.  But perhaps 
also something else?  I wonder if the Teacher is thinking about the harm that hoarding 
wealth does to a person’s character- the way it makes them more self-absorbed, less 
generous, more restless.  That’s an interesting possibility too, isn’t it? 
 
But this also comes with a flipside- verse 14. 
 
[Read 5:14] 
 
His sixth con is unfortunate loss.  And what a loss it is!  Because it doesn’t just affect the 
one who loses it, but also the generations that follow.  We see this today don’t we? We 
live in a society where accumulating a large nest-egg to pass on to your children is 
valued very, very highly.  And yet, there are some, who through their own mistakes, or 
through some damage done by others, end up with nothing to leave their children.  It’s a 
tragedy isn’t it? 
 
Well, number 7.  And this is a big one.  Because in verses 15-16 the Teacher is willing to 
go where polite people in our circles tend not to venture.  He talks about death.  It’s a 
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subject today many would prefer to avoid.  Let me read you the stark assessment he 
makes of the way death strips us of everything we’ve sought to gather. 
 
[Read 5:15-16] 
 
The title for today’s sermon is drawn from verse 15.  In a passage that’s all about the 
pros and cons of living with wealth- with full hands, this is a verse about how empty our 
hands are when the moment of departure arrives.  You can’t cross over from death into 
eternity whilst you’re carrying something- it’s simply not possible.  When death comes to 
us our fingers lose their grip.  And there are no pockets either.  In fact there are no 
clothes.  They might put us in the coffin wearing our best suit or our best dress, but 
when our souls actually leave this world we are as naked as the day we were born.  So 
what have we gained in the end?  This is what the Teacher asks.  And it’s a searing 
question is it not?  It’s a profoundly uncomfortable question. Perhaps an unwelcome 
thought.  But it comes to us with a kind of clinical and irresistible logic!  When we die, we 
depart with empty hands. 
 
Well, this abrasive idea then leads the Teacher to a kind of climactic observation in 
verse 17.  Number 8 in fact. 
 
[Read 5:17] 
 
Misery.  Admittedly I don’t think he’s just talking here about the wealthy but about the 
experience of all humanity. But I guess his point is that being rich doesn’t save you from 
the world’s darkness.  It doesn’t, does it?  The wealthy still get angry, they still get 
frustrated, they still get cancer.  Wealth doesn’t heal.  It doesn’t calm a troubled soul.  It 
doesn’t make relationships peaceful.  It doesn’t spread light.  No amount of wealth can 
push back the misery. 
 
These are sobre and searching thoughts aren’t they?  I suspect the Teacher may not’ve 
been a guy who got a lot of dinner party invitations!  And he may not be the voice we 
particularly want to welcome into our quiet thoughts either. But he is, don’t you think, 
someone whose voice we really do need to hear?  
 
And, as it turns out, verse 17 was climactic, but not final!  He’s not done yet.  And 
specifically, he’s not done talking about death.   Number 9 on his list of cons is the 
observation that death also brings enjoyment to an end.  It’s not rocket-science is it?  In 
fact, no-one on earth could dispute this.  And yet, his observation kind of unravels one of 
the most widely held convictions of our culture.  Here in Sydney in the 21st century we’re 
not so foolish or so crass as to want money for money’s sake.  No.  We want money 
because we love enjoyment.  We’re addicted to it in fact.  We want to enjoy life.  We 
want to enjoy the future.  We want to enjoy good food and wine, holidays, retirement, 
time with the grandkids, comfort, the security of not having to worry about making money 
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any more.  We want to be rich so that we can enjoy what money can buy us- both 
tangible and intangible things.  But death ends all enjoyment abruptly.  And this is what 
the start of chapter 6 is about.  Take the start of verse 2 for example. 
 
[Read 6:2a-b] 
 
He’s talking about someone who can afford everything they want, but then their life is cut 
short.  And everything they possess is enjoyed by someone else, and not by them.  So 
what good is prosperity if it’s never enjoyed?  In verse 1 he calls this a heavy weight on 
our shoulders.  In verse 2 he calls it a grievous evil.  In verses 3-5 he likens the 
experience of this man to the life of a stillborn child.  It’s a shocking image.  So shocking 
that I’m hesitant to point it out.  But the Teacher wants the force of his illustration to 
shock us.  The stillborn child comes into the world but never really lives.  So too the 
person who works to be prosperous but then never gets to enjoy their prosperity. 
 
And then finally, a tenth con.  And his final word in the right hand column is a word about 
how the appetite for more is always unsatisfied.  This is very much like his second point 
which I called unrequited love.  The dynamic is the same.  The satisfaction people seek 
in wealth remains elusive.  And he adds a nuanced sub-point here too.  Because this 
dynamic exists in the life of both the wise and the foolish.  Verse 8. 
 
[Read 6:8-9] 
 
Someone might be wise but wealth still doesn’t satisfy.  Even a poor man who wisely 
knows how to get the things he wants out of people- he too will find what he gets 
unsatisfying.  So it’s better, he says, to just enjoy what’s in front of you than to want 
something more or something else.  Appetite breeds dissatisfaction.  And in verses 10-
11 he speaks about wisdom again.  The things we find in the world have names.  The 
nature of humans has been described.  If someone is stronger than you, you shouldn’t 
fight them.  These are all words of wisdom but they don’t add meaning to the world.  You 
might be wise but life still bites.  And wealth still disappoints.  That’s number 10. 
 
And that’s his full list of cons.  And we’re two-thirds of the way through the sermon 
already.  Lucky his list of pros is so short! 
 
And it is isn’t it?  As we pick back through this passage looking for wealth’s advantages 
there really isn’t much he has to say.  But there are a couple of things to notice.  Firstly, 
verse 18. 
 
[Read 5:18] 
 
Admittedly, once again, I don’t think he’s just describing the life of the wealthy here but 
the life of every human living in God’s world.  But nevertheless, the things he speaks of 
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here are perhaps easier for the wealthy to savour- eating, drinking, and work 
satisfaction. And he reminds us in verse 18 that the life that contains these things is a 
gift of God.  That’s a positive. 
 
He uses the same language in verse 19 too.  And here his point is that God sometimes 
gives to wealthy people the gift of enjoying their wealth as well. 
 
[Read 5:19] 
 
And then thirdly in the pros column, we also have the implication of 6:2 which we read 
before.  When people are wealthy it’s often the case that God is actually granting to 
them the things their hearts crave.  This too speaks to God’s goodness.  He’s a kind and 
generous God.  He knows how to fulfil people’s desires. 
 
That’s the third thing in the left-hand column.  But to my eyes at least, that’s the extent of 
it.  That’s the full list. 
 
Now, I’ve set it out like this for you today/tonight to try and capture the effect the Teacher 
is aiming for.  And it’s not inconsistent with the rest of the book is it?  When he looks 
around at all sorts of things he sees meaninglessness.  And wealth is no exception to 
the rule.  The Teacher sees lots of cons and very few pros.  And his conclusion is 
simple.  What’s the point?  If wealth has all these disadvantages, and very little to 
commend it, why would we want it?  Why would we chase after it?  Why would we work 
hard to secure it? 
 
I realise you might want to add a few things to his list.  If I was writing a list of pros and 
cons I reckon mine would be a bit different to his too.  He hasn’t spoken here of how 
fights over money can cause great rifts in marriages and extended families.  That’s a 
con I see.  But nor has he spoken of how wealth often buys people time because they 
can pay people to do things they’d otherwise have to do themselves.  That’s a pro.  And 
nor has he spoken of how wealth enables people to provide for others when they seek to 
be generous.  That’s another pro I see. 
 
But let’s face it, I don’t think the Teacher was trying to write a comprehensive essay on 
the subject.  He was simply trying to make a point.  But it’s a point well made don’t you 
think?  If you were looking to make a decision about investing time and thought and 
energy into becoming wealthy, he’s given us a list that he hopes would make that 
decision easy. 
 
3. When A Decision Is Not Made. 
 
But here’s an observation I’d like to make before we finish this morning/evening.  We 
don’t tend to make decisions about this sort of thing do we?  At some point in Year 12, 
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someone tells you have to actually decide what courses to apply for the following year if 
you plan to keep studying.  At some point in a relationship you actually have to decide 
whether you’re going to get engaged.  At some point in your ageing years you actually 
have to decide whether or not you’re going to sell the family home and down-size.  At 
these points in life, we make big decisions because they need to be made.  But no-one 
ever sits you down and tells you to make a decision about what you aspire to for the 
future.  It generally doesn’t occur to us to make a decision about the things we want.  
We just desire them.  We don’t decide to desire them. 
 
But of course, when you don’t make a decision like this, it’s easy to just drift along.  And 
when you drift you tend to head where the tide takes you.  And when it comes to a 
question like the one we’re considering today, we all know where the tide takes us don’t 
we?  When you swim in the river of life in Sydney the tide only heads in one direction.  
And the current is strong.  And I wonder how many of us are being swept along with it?  
[Pause] 
 
So, along with my observation today, I also have a suggestion.  You might think it’s a 
strange one, but I’m going to make it anyway.  One way to make sure you don’t just get 
swept along with the cultural tide is to actually stop and make a decision.  And I want to 
suggest to you today that that’s something you could do.  And you could do it whether 
you’re already retired, or whether you’re still at school, or anywhere in between.  You 
could sit down by yourself and prayerfully make a decision.  If you’re married you could 
possibly do this with your spouse.  You could even write it down.  You could look at all 
the pros and cons of pursuing wealth, and you could simply say to yourself- I have 
decided not to pursue it.  I’ve decided that the cons outweigh the pros.  I’ve decided to 
make all future decisions about jobs, career, houses, schools, family, friendships etc in 
the light of this decision.  I’ve decided to value what I have with contentment, and to 
work to provide for myself and my family, and to be generous in whatever way I can, and 
to enjoy the pleasures money can buy with thankfulness to God, but not to spend my 
best energies on becoming wealthier than I am now.  I resolve not to be like the vast 
majority of people I live amongst, but to chart my own course, based on the evidence 
before me.   
 
This is the other reason I’ve given you a sermon outline today with a table on it.  A good 
old fashioned list of pros and cons.  To go along with a good old fashioned altar call!  I 
call on you today to make a decision for Christ- a decision not to live with the unspoken 
assumptions and the unconsidered values of the world around us.  But to choose 
different aspirations.  And to decide based on the wisdom God gives in his word.  And 
my prayer is that some of you will go home today and do exactly that. 
 
4. A Couple of Unanswered Questions (6:12). 
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But there’s one more point on my outline, and one final thing to say.  Because we 
haven’t yet thought about the very last verse of chapter 6.  It contains two unanswered 
questions that just hang there at the end of everything else1.  Let me read them to you 
again. 
 
[Read 6:12] 
 
It’s a very Ecclesiastes end to the section isn’t it?  And I guess it was the Teacher’s way 
of reminding us that there’s so much we don’t know.  He’s done his best to explore the 
pros and cons of wealth and he thinks it leads to an obvious conclusion.  But this 
conclusion, like all his conclusions, comes with a very large dose of humility.  Because 
he recognises the limits of his wisdom.  He offers his thought to us to see if they 
resonate, but he admits he’s still got much to learn.  Who really knows what’s good for a 
person in life?  Who can tell a person what the future holds?  The Teacher of 
Ecclesiastes is full of unanswered questions like these. 
 
And we who read his words a few thousand words later share his limitations.  So these 
questions still seem appropriately humble to us.  They resonate with us like his 
observations do.  And yet, something else has happened to us.  We’ve met another 
Teacher.  One who came later.  One in whom the wisdom of God dwelt.  One who 
painted a surer vision of the good life than what the Ecclesiastes teacher could see.  
One who claimed to know the future for his people.   
 
And I’d suggest that with the benefit of Jesus’ wisdom- in the pages of the New 
Testament, and in our hearts by his Spirit- it’s not as if we’ve found reasons to question 
the conclusions we find in Ecclesiastes 5-6.  Rather, we’ve found all the more reason to 
see how wise this Teacher was.  And we’ve been given all the more reason to make the 
kind of decision about wealth I’ve been suggesting to you today.  Because we’ve come 
to know the one who gives wealth, freely- a wealth of far greater value than anything the 
world contains, a wealth that makes life now truly good, and a wealth that stays with us 
even after we’ve gone.  Jesus has taught us that when we aspire to wealth in the world 
we might manage to fill our hands, but then we will die with our hands empty.  But when 
we come to him, empty-handedly, we will live, and die, with our hands full. 
 
Just something to think about.  And if you’re going to make a decision about the pursuit 
of wealth, that might just be something to add to your pros and cons list. 
 
I’m going to finish in the same way I began.  With a prayer using the words of Psalm 
119.  These are the verses straight after the ones I began with:  Dear God, ‘Turn [our] 
hearts towards your statutes and not toward selfish gain.  Turn [our] eyes away from 
worthless things; preserve [our] lives according to your word.’2 

 
1 Much like the unanswered questions of 3:21 and 3:22 as well. 
2 Psalm 119:36-37 


