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I actually think Ecclesiastes is one of the best books of the Bible for speaking about suffering in a mixed audience. Unlike some parts of Scripture, it doesn't begin by assuming people already accept God's answers. It begins with shared human experience. Both Christians and non-Christians recognise the world the Teacher describes.
If I were giving a topical talk, I would probably avoid trying to make Ecclesiastes answer every question about suffering. That isn't what the book does. Instead, I'd let Ecclesiastes do what it intends: teach us how to live wisely in a world that is often painful and mysterious.

I wonder if the talk could revolve around four movements.
1. Suffering is real—and the Bible refuses to minimise it.

One of the remarkable features of Ecclesiastes is its honesty.
The Teacher sees:
oppression (4:1),
injustice (3:16),

grief,
death (3:19–20),
frustrated work,

loneliness (4:7–12),
poverty,

wealth that cannot be enjoyed (6:1–2).
He even calls some experiences "a grievous evil" (6:1–2).

That is striking.
The Bible never says,

"It's all fine."
Nor does it tell suffering people simply to "look on the bright side."

For a mixed audience, this is enormously important. Christianity begins with honesty about the world.
You might say:

"If you've ever thought the world isn't the way it should be, Ecclesiastes agrees with you."
2. Suffering reminds us that we are not God.
This is perhaps the Teacher's deepest lesson.

Repeatedly he says:
"No one can fathom..." (3:11)
"Who knows...?" (3:21; 6:12)

"No one can contend with one stronger..." (6:10)
One of suffering's hardest questions is:

Why?
Ecclesiastes doesn't pretend to answer every "why."

Instead it teaches humility.
It reminds us that finite people cannot fully understand an infinite God's providence.

That isn't a cop-out.
It's simply recognising the difference between Creator and creature.

For non-Christians, this is actually quite liberating. We don't have to pretend we understand everything before we can live wisely.
3. Suffering exposes where we have placed our hope.
This is where Ecclesiastes becomes deeply searching.
The Teacher dismantles one false hope after another.

If your hope is in:
pleasure,

achievement,
money,

reputation,
political power,

long life,
suffering eventually exposes their limitations.

That doesn't make those things bad.
It simply reveals that they cannot bear the weight we place on them.

One sentence I might use is:
"Suffering is often the moment when we discover what we've really been trusting."

For the Christian, suffering often reveals idols.
For the non-Christian, it exposes the fragility of the things we naturally build our lives upon.

4. Suffering points us toward fearing and trusting God.
Ecclesiastes doesn't end in despair.

It repeatedly calls us to:
receive God's gifts,

enjoy today's blessings,
accept our limitations,

fear God.
Notice that the Teacher never says:

Understand everything.
He says:

Fear God.
That is a profoundly relational answer rather than merely an intellectual one.

Then move to Christ
This is where I think a Christian talk should move beyond Ecclesiastes itself.

Ecclesiastes leaves many questions open.
The New Testament doesn't answer every mystery either.
But it does reveal something the Teacher longed to know.

It reveals that God himself entered suffering.
That changes everything.
Instead of merely saying:

Trust God.
The gospel says:

Trust the God who suffered for you.
The cross doesn't explain every tragedy.

But it assures us that God is neither distant nor indifferent.
Then the resurrection says suffering does not have the final word.

What might the structure look like?
Title

Living in a World That Hurts
or

When Life Doesn't Make Sense
Introduction

Begin with universal experience.
Everyone has asked:

Why illness?
Why injustice?

Why death?
Ecclesiastes begins there too.

Point 1
The world is broken.

(3:16; 4:1; 6:1–2)
Point 2

We cannot explain everything.
(3:11; 6:10–12)

Point 3
Suffering reveals what we trust.

(5:10–20; 6:9)
Point 4

God calls us to trust him rather than ourselves.
(5:1–7; 12:13)
Conclusion

Jesus enters the broken world described by Ecclesiastes.
He suffers.

He dies.
He rises.

Therefore suffering is real—but not ultimate.
One thing I particularly appreciate about Ecclesiastes in evangelism

As we've worked through the book together, I've become convinced that Ecclesiastes is an unusually effective evangelistic book because it creates a problem that only the gospel resolves.
The Teacher can show us:
why wealth disappoints,

why success disappoints,
why pleasure disappoints,

why wisdom has limits,
why death is inevitable,

why suffering is grievous.
He can even teach us to fear God.

But he cannot finally answer death.
He cannot finally explain suffering.
He cannot finally conquer injustice.

The New Testament doesn't discard Ecclesiastes—it completes it.
The resurrection of Jesus is God's answer to the Teacher's deepest questions. Ecclesiastes leaves us longing for a world where death is defeated, injustice is judged, and God's purposes are fully known. The gospel announces that this future has begun in Christ. That means you don't have to use Ecclesiastes merely as a collection of wise sayings about suffering. You can let it do its intended work: awaken in both Christians and non-Christians a deep dissatisfaction with life "under the sun" and a longing for the risen Son, in whom the hope that Ecclesiastes anticipates is finally revealed.
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