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Ecclesiastes, ||

Before beginning our discussion of Ecclesiastésnke make some final comments on Job. Is this book
anti-wisdom? By that | mean, does it turn on itachthe wisdom that we read elsewhere in Scripture?
For example, Psalm 3:1, speaking of the righteoais, says, “He is like a tree planted by streams of
water which yields its fruit in its season, whosafldoes not wither. Whatever he does prospergdéis
anti-wisdom? Is this book denying what was saiBsalms and Proverbs? Job, like the other wisdom
books, underscores the premier principle of wisd@irhe fear of the bro is the beginning of wisdom.”
Job emphasizes that (Job 28:28). Thus it is noddatiom in that respect. And when we talk about th
righteous man prospering, as in Psalm 1, we neadderstand that that does not have to do,
necessarily, with the things that we have or ehereixperiences that we go through in this life hegt
real prosperity is our relationship with God bestgengthened through the relationships we have here
would further say that “prospering” is accomplighthe mission that God has for us. And sometimes
that mission, since we are soldiers of Christ, maglve injury, harm, and hurt. And yet we are
accomplishing our mission, we are prospering. Iftake it in that sense, then, Job is certainlyambi-
wisdom. Job is very much in sync with the otherdsi® books, such as Proverbs. The difference is a
matter of emphasis. Proverbs, as Derek Kidner paint, is discussing that which lies at our fedtatv
we see at a close distance and can inspect rdéaetyc Proverbs talks about what we can know. tBat
authors of Proverbs say, “Trust in the Lord, doleah on your own understanding.” Do not lean on
what you can know. “That you may fear therb, | teach you today, even you. That your trust toay

in the Lord.” Proverbs itself mentions the limitats of our ability to sort everything out. Job, ldea

with one of the deepest of life’'s issues—why ithdt the innocent suffer so greatly?—is castingitze
to the distant horizon where things are ratheryju2and so the emphasis shifts to how much we do not
understand and how often we do not have a clear @f¢ghe ways and purposes of God. Thus the
difference is a matter of emphasis: Job emphasieekmitations of our knowledge, Proverbs
emphasizes what we can know. But both acknowldagértith of the other, so Job is not anti-wisdom.

Some other major themes in Job include the freealodnsovereignty of God and how integrity is highly
prized by God. It could be said that when God comuselob by calling him blameless and upright, that
was God’s statement about what He knew He was galcsining in Job’s life more than just a
commendation of what Job was as a human being h&ntiteme is that, even in Job’s distress, God
was sustaining him and enabling him to remain blasseand upright.

What have we learned from Job? We may want todyeeslto speak in difficult situations,
understanding the tumult and the confusion thagelstuations create. Our own belief in God cameve
sometimes magnify our struggle to know above ath&ito are able to say, “Life is tough. We liveain
dangerous world where bad things happen, and soreethey happen to us.” They can ascribe their
suffering to bad luck. But if we believe in a Gollanis all-powerful and all-knowing, and that is @k
know of Him, when bad things happen it magnifies suffering because we are thinking, “God, You
could have prevented this. You could have doneraise. Why did You not?” And that is where | think
a book like Job really helps because Job asks tusstions. God did not give him the answers, but |
think Job knows now. | think our legitimate quessawill ultimately be answered. What | learned from
Job, though, is it is okay if | take some of my sfiens to the grave with me unanswered. What lyreal
need is to learn to trust God. | do not trust Gedause | know it all, but rather | trust Him becatie is
God and He is real. Also, understanding that a eostory is being played out and somehow our
earthly existence, including our suffering, is atjodi that far larger story enables us to find megnl
think we can go beyond existentialism and just sbmfusing meaning into our suffering; we can
understand that there is a cosmic drama goingoNelv Testament terms, “we struggle not against
flesh and blood, but against principalities and ey’ Can we see them? No. Do we know the
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significance of our actions day by day, in termshait more important drama that is being playe@ out
No, we do not know that. And that is why we ardezhlpon, as Job was, to trust God. We must trust
Him when we do not have all the answers. That lsriegt to my soul. When | get up in the morning |
realize that | may be confused today, | may belpgeal, | may suffer—or | may suffer injury—and |
may not know why, but that is not my job. My jobsisnply to be faithful and to allow God to be God.
God still is and | am still not.

Those who suffer deeply and trust God through hpdsave treasures in their lives. They can share
with others what they have learned from that degfesng. Do we have to suffer in order to havesio
treasures to share? | think God’s path of matudiffgrs from person to person. Suffering, we know,
does deepen a person if a person responds in lfaidii. of life whatever circumstances we confromt

will be matured if we, by God'’s grace, respondaitif. “A man is tested by the praise he receivas.”
person can mature through the praise he receivesrisponds to it by deflecting the glory to Gadd
likewise, suffering, if we respond to it appropeigt has a maturing effect in us. But sufferinguimd of
itself is no guarantee that we will grow spirityalbome people are embittered by what they sufiee.
key is responding to whatever life brings our waaigodly fashion, by His grace. In this way our
circumstances will enable us to grow closer to kather than drive a wedge between us and Him.
Those who are called upon to suffer should seenihiads God kicking them, but as God honoring them.
| say that as a person who so far has not beegdcagion to suffer very much. Yet those whom God
calls to suffer | see that as an honor to His nrosted servants. They are the ones He can tritist wi
that, whereas some of the weaker ones of us mayenable to fare as well under those circumstarices.
do think there is deep meaning in suffering—we amndthers with the comfort with which we have
been comforted. We can help other people when we haen through things.

Let us turn now to the next of the speculative wimdooks, Ecclesiastes. Let us talk about what
Ecclesiastes 7:28 means: “While | was still searghiut not finding—I found one upright man among a
thousand, but not one upright woman among therm\&kse 29 has the word “upright” in it, and on

that basis the translators may have chosen tchasevord rather than “wise,” “faithful,” or “goodts

the adjective. But let us leave the adjective aBdéhe moment and explore the key word in this
passage, which is the vematsain Hebrew, “to find.” In Ecclesiastes 7:24 thisndas translated as
“discover.” This word appears also in verses 26 2édnd twice in 27. So that is seven times in the
space of six verses. That is the key word of thisspge and perhaps of this section. Let us exjtiere
range of meaning of “to find.” It can also meanstbver,” or “comprehend,” which are both mental
actions. This word for “find” can mean both litdyalinding something and also finding something.out
In English we have many words that are like thajodd analogy would be the word grasp: “I am
grasping your paper in my hands but | do not gthspoint you are making. Most often in Ecclesiaste
matsais used in this intellectual sense of finding digiring out, or grasping something. If we transla
this verse as simply as possible, without addingaiges, what might we come up with? “One man
among a thousand | understand, but not a woman@them all.” Now look at what he is saying. We
could begin as early as 7:23: “All this | testedvimgdom and | said, ‘Il am determined to be wise'-+bu
this was beyond me. Whatever wisdom may be, @aneff and most profound—who can discover [or
find] it? So | turned my mind to understand, toastigate and to search out wisdom and the scheme of
things and to understand the stupidity of wickedraesd the madness of folly.” See what he is after?
The writer is trying to figure out the key to lifilne grand scheme. And then | think he gives amgia,
and this makes some people think, “Now he is tallibhout women and he makes an unfavorable
comparison and says men are better.” But | thinlststill trying to figure out the stupidity of
wickedness and the madness of folly. And being a heasays, “I find more bitter than death the
woman who is a snare, whose heart is a trap andevhands are chains. The man who pleases God will
escape her, but the sinner she will ensnare.” ls dot say, “the woman, who is a snare.” He is not
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generalizing about women. He is speaking of a éthgroup of women. He finds women who are
snares to be more bitter than death. That is madmes folly—to be ensnared by one of those women.
And he is saying, “God help us, God protect me fsuoh a woman.” And we should also pray for God
to protect women from such men, for we all knowytbgist as well.

But then he goes on in verse 27 to say, “Lookysstne Teacher, ‘this is what | have discovered [or
found]: Adding one thing to another to discoverfiad] the scheme of things—while | was still
searching but not understanding [finding]—I founreaupright man among a thousand, but not one
upright woman among them all.” | think the phrd$éound one upright man among a thousand, but not
one upright woman among them all,” is just an adideink he is saying, “I do not even understand m
fellow human beings. | understand maybe one martiousand, but not a woman among them all.”
That is a typical male sentiment, but it is notessarily a misogynistic or chauvinistic statemetitink

that when it comes to understanding women, memayg. We have to be reminded of our considerable
differences. For example, overall, men are litstalwhile women are intuitive. He is basically sayi

“I was looking to find the key to life, the schemithings. | was searching but not finding mucht, no
understanding much. | only understand one man araghgusand, not a woman among them all. But |
am certain of this one thing: God made mankindgirbut men have gone in search of many
schemes.”

That really fits his argument to this point. Hes@ying, “There is only one thing | know for sureisinot
God's fault. He got it right, but we blew it. Thatan important theological conviction to comeitas
not insignificant. But he is saying, “I really hamet figured out much. | am on this quest for wisglo
but it is far too profound. Who can find it out? Wban figure it out?

As | was saying, men often do not understand woMénare different, and here is an example that |
heard once that I think illustrates it. Imaginetthny wife tells me she needs a pair of white stereb
asks me if | would go shopping with her. | am thingk since she said she needed white shoes, that sh
wants me to go with her to help her accomplishtids&. We have a job. As a man | am concerned with
being adequate. | desire to be adequate and lrainlyehreatened and become defensive immediately
if anyone accuses me of being inadequate. So $ike"“¥8ould you go shopping with me? | need to buy
a pair of white shoes.” We go to the store, anal¢uate in my mind, “I know where there are three
shoe stores within our price range. They are dhiwifive minutes of each other, and they areaall t
minutes from our house. Therefore, including dtivee, we should be able to find, flush out, pureéhas
and bag a pair of white shoes, even if she is particular, within two-and-a-half hours. Then I il
prove my adequacy as a husband because | willl fodfr request. But she is not thinking about the
guest for the white shoes. She is thinking, “I veblike to spend a little time with you. | need some
white shoes, but | really just want to spend timwou. And so when we are at the store | am fedus
on looking for white shoes. | find the white sha@silable in her size, pull them out, and say, ‘kab
this, this is nice. This is your size; what is wgawith it?” “Well, what about this one?” | keep pag

out white shoes and she does not want to buy atheai. | begin to get frustrated, and by the enthef
time | am thinking, “She is just trying to provokee. She never meant to buy any shoes in the first
place; she is just wasting time. She is wastingimg, and this has dragged on for four hours now. W
have bought no white shoes—this mission could erdtal failure. And she is thinking to herself,
“What a jerk! Why did | want to spend the afternawith him in the first place?” This is a story that
illustrates how men and women are different. Howwa help ourselves over that? | think there is
much in North American culture that says, excepftew obvious physical differences, men and
women are exactly the same. | think that is an aper view of God’s creative genius in creating men
and women. There is a great commonality to our himass, but there is a wonderful distinctiveness in
the way we are built and in the way we think. Aslean to understand the way the other thinkdhef s
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says, “Would you come with me to buy some whiteest?8 | think, “That is what she said, but what
does she really want? What is she interested im@l’ifdoes not take too much cleverness to reahee
might just want to spend some time together. Antherother hand, she realizes that | am a man and a
literalist. So she does me a favor by saying, “L,dokould really love to spend the afternoon togeth
Can we go shopping? And if we happen to find sorienshoes, that would be great.” This helps me,
as a man, to read between the lines and underdtanshe really wants to spend some time together.
think that is what the writer of Ecclesiastes i@neng to, just that common, simple male sentimént
hardly even understand my fellow men, and womeranerm mystery to me.”

The main problem with my interpretation is thatame has seemed to have thought of it. It always
makes me nervous when no one has previously iaegsomething the way | do. But the fact that “to
find,” or “to find out, discover” is such a key wbmn Ecclesiastes makes me fairly confident in this
interpretation of the passage. We can get a sdritke overarching thematic structure of the book of
Ecclesiastes by graphing the frequency of a coofpkey words. What word, more than any other, do
you associate with Ecclesiastes? Perhaps “vanit§fheaninglessness.” The first half of the book is
seeking for the meaning of life, the meaning thatoan find in our toil under the sun. “What does a
man gain for all his toil under the sun?” and thréew comes to the conclusion that it is pretty muc
meaningless, in an ultimate sense. | can earhialhtoney and fame, but death will catch up to amel,
when it does | may hand over my inheritance toch f/hat good has my money and fame done for me
ultimately? So in the beginning of the book hedarshing for meaning, the key to life under the, sun
and he comes to the conclusion that it is all meglass, in an ultimate sense. It is all vanity. Buihe
second half of the book, the key word is “to finditiis is because in the second half he is talkbapa
what he has not found. This key wondatsa “to find,” peaks in occurrence in this sectioatthve were
dealing with. That is not a conclusive reason wept my interpretation, but | think that servesamse
confirmation of what we were arguing. And we weraimy arguing that he is not saying that men are
one-thousandth better than women. | think he igngayot that he has found men to be better, but tha
he has found them to be minimally more understaled&le has comprehended maybe one man in a
thousand, and women remain a mystery to him. Henba®und very much in his quest to understand:
“l understand one man in a thousand, and | do nderstand a single woman among them all.”

It has been asked, could this be an admissionedfitt that he is not very perceptive? It makesemor
sense to me to understand this as simply an exavhplew futile his quest has been. “That which
should be comprehensible to me, my fellow humandsil have not been able to understand. | can
figure out maybe one man in a thousand. People leaffle me, much less finding the key to life.”
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