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THE MEANING OF LIFE
Many people try to build their lives on success, wealth, power, or intellectual 
accomplishments. Such a way of life, however, is ultimately futile and 
meaningless. Everything in this life is fleeting and fading away; anything that 
does not have eternal value really has no value. 

Jesus taught that a house built on the sand will collapse when the storms hit, but 
the one who builds his house on the rock—his house will stand (Matt. 7:24-27). 
This “rock” that provides a solid foundation for life is Jesus Himself. Jesus is the 
foundation for a life that is secure, satisfying, and meaningful.

The Old Testament character of Job learned that the answer to life’s mysteries 
and meaning lies in proper reverence for God. It’s been said that you don’t know 
God is all you need until God is all you have. In losing everything he had, Job 
discovered that God was all he really needed.

Solomon learned the meaning of life by gaining and acquiring everything 
life had to offer. Despite having everything, he found it was all futile and 
meaninglessness if God is not the central focus of life. 

All of this points to our need of Jesus and the life He offers. He came so that we 
can have life that is abundant and eternal (John 3:16; 10:10). Right now, He is 
waiting for you. 

• Admit to God that you are a sinner. Repent, turning away from your 
sin.

•  By faith receive Jesus Christ as God’s Son and accept Jesus’ gift of 
forgiveness from sin. He took the penalty for your sin by dying on the 
cross.

•  Confess your faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. You may pray a 
prayer similar to this as you call on God to save you: “Dear God, I know 
that You love me. I confess my sin and need of salvation. I turn away 
from my sin and place my faith in Jesus as my Savior and Lord.  
In Jesus’ name I pray, amen.”

After you have received Jesus Christ into your life, tell a pastor or another 
Christian about your decision. Show others your faith in Christ by asking for 
baptism by immersion in your local church as a public expression of your faith.

© 2021 LifeWay Christian Resources



Ancient Near East During the Patriarchs
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The Book of Job leads us to grapple with the question: Do we love God 

for who He is or for what we can get from Him? If we love Him only for 

what He gives us and not for who He is, then we’re serving ourselves, 

not Him. It’s been said we don’t know that God is all we need until God is 

all we have. Job, who lost everything, reminds us that the Giver—not the 

gifts—is all we need. The Book of Ecclesiastes likewise grapples with a 

weighty question: What’s the meaning of life? The writer of Ecclesiastes, 

who gained everything this life has to offer, shows us the futility and 

meaninglessness of life when it is lived apart from God as its central 

focus. Both Job and Ecclesiastes are complex books that ask deep 

questions and ultimately enable us to see afresh our need for the gospel 

of Jesus Christ.
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Job and Ecclesiastes? Really!

Most two-year blocks of time are filled with ups and downs. The past 
two years seem to have had more than their fair share. Members of the 
team that create these resources and our associates have seen deaths of 
loved ones and births, a retirement and an addition to our team, surgeries 
and recoveries, and sickness and health. We felt the economic impact of 
quarantines and learned new ways of relating, working, and teaching. Our 
experience was not unique, having heard from many of you as well. 

The challenges of the last two years set the background for what you have 
in your hands. As we and our writers worked through Job and Ecclesiastes, 
we did so when facing many of the same questions addressed by Job and 
Solomon. We rediscovered the joy of trusting God for each day, the promise 
of a sunrise, and the satisfaction of a sunset. Job and Solomon came to 
the same conclusion as they looked at life: trust God in all things. They 
discovered a hope that was based on the One who does not change. That 
trust and hope brought balance and perspective to their lives. 

Job and Solomon learned some important lessons that can help us today. 
As we study these two Bible books, we will focus on these timeless truths 
and the hope found through faith in God and in His redemptive work. May 
God help us remain faithful to Him in all things. 

In His service,

G. Dwayne McCrary 
Team Leader

dwayne.mccrary@lifeway.com

FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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Preschoolers can be both inquisitive and irritating. One repeated expression 
that can quickly test a parent’s patience consists of a single word: “Why?” 
Still, by asking this one-word question again and again, young children are 
often giving evidence of their hunger for further learning.

In most cases, human curiosity and learning continue throughout life. 
As adults, we never seem to quit asking why—nor should we. Asking why 
ultimately helps us turn to and listen for the eternal voice of God—our 
Creator and Redeemer. God alone knows the answer to our deepest questions. 
Indeed, God is the answer. 

The biblical books of Job and Ecclesiastes both address the human search 
for meaning. The Book of Job focuses on one person’s response to a series 
of catastrophic events. The Book of Ecclesiastes centers on one individual’s 
journey to test all of the typically human ways of defining life’s meaning—
great knowledge, continuous pleasure, vast wealth, and constant work. In 
both books, the main characters conclude that life’s ultimate meaning can 
be found only in a right relationship with God.

PURPOSE

Job—Bible scholars have long debated the purpose of the Book of Job, 
proposing a number of possible ideas that generally fall into four categories. 
First, some argue that Job was written to give an answer to the question 
of why good (or righteous) people suffer. A second proposal suggests the 
Book of Job was written to refute the belief that people who enjoy worldly 
blessings (prosperity, fame, posterity) are by definition righteous and thus 
worthy of such blessings.

Third, some scholars emphasize that the Book of Job was written to 
explore the question of whether human beings can (or will) worship God 
without consideration of what they receive in return. In 1:9-11, Satan said to 
the Lord, “Does Job fear God for nothing? Haven’t you placed a hedge around 
him, his household, and everything he owns? You have blessed the work of 
his hands, and his possessions have increased in the land. But stretch out 
your hand and strike everything he owns, and he will surely curse you to 
your face.” 

Fourth, some scholars propose that the Book of Job was written to show 
that God is present with and supportive of His people even when they cannot 
perceive His presence and activity. Hence, Job’s example is instructive for all 
of God’s people when any (or all) of them are dealing with disasters in their 
lives. God is always good, and He is ultimately in control!

INTRODUCTION TO JOB; ECCLESIASTES
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Ecclesiastes—The Book of Ecclesiastes is an autobiographical report. 
Solomon, the king of Israel, sought to discover the ultimate meaning of 
human life. His experiences in life guided his investigation, therefore his 
arguments were experiential, not systematic. He investigated the human 
pursuits of pleasure, wisdom, wealth, and work; and he concluded that none 
of these pursuits provide ultimate meaning. Solomon’s conclusion to his 
search led him to acknowledge that human beings’ central purpose is to “fear 
God and keep his commands” (Eccl. 12:13).

WRITERS

Job—The writer of the Book of Job is not named. Nevertheless, the writer 
was a skillful poet and theologian, as judged by the book’s contents. While the 
description of the man Job and his surroundings fits well in the patriarchal 
period of Israelite history, the book itself may not have been written until 
much later—perhaps during King Solomon’s time (tenth century BC) or 
following the Babylonian exile (fifth century BC). These uncertainties make 
any suggestions about the writer’s identity at best speculation. On the other 
hand, the acceptance of the Book of Job into the canon of inspired Scripture 
by Israel as well as by the New Testament church (see Jas. 5:11) gives us 
confidence that God is the book’s ultimate Author. 

Ecclesiastes—Ancient Jewish tradition attributed to King Solomon the 
writing of the Book of Ecclesiastes. While the name Solomon does not appear 
in the Hebrew text, nevertheless the writer identified himself in the first 
verse of the book as “the Teacher, son of David, king in Jerusalem.” This 
phrase plus the autobiographical descriptions of the Teacher’s great wealth 
and position point convincingly to the conclusion that Solomon wrote the 
Book of Ecclesiastes—probably late in his reign as king of Israel.

ORGANIZATION

Job—The Book of Job is named after its main character. It is part of Israel’s 
wisdom literature. Some wisdom literature taught skills for success in life. 
One example of this type of wisdom literature is the Book of Proverbs. 
Other wisdom writings considered profound problems of human existence. 
They sought to reveal the meaning of life and faith. The Books of Job and 
Ecclesiastes belong to this category of wisdom literature.

The Book of Job contains distinct divisions of material. The material 
is arranged so as to create a tempo in the overall story. The story begins 
with an introductory prologue (Job 1:1–2:13), written in prose. Then three 
cycles of dialogue (in poetic form) between Job and three friends follow 
the initial narrative section. The first cycle establishes a pattern followed in 
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the subsequent cycles, except that the third cycle does not include a speech 
by the third friend. In place of this missing speech, the text presents an 
extended speech by a young observer—heretofore unmentioned—named 
Elihu (32:1–37:24). The poetic sections reach a climax with a speech from 
God to Job (38:1–42:6). Finally, a brief epilogue in prose completes the 
literary work (42:7-17).

Ecclesiastes—The structure of the Book of Ecclesiastes consists of sections 
in which Solomon reports on his various quests to find life’s ultimate meaning 
(Eccl. 1:1–8:17). Therefore, the organization is necessarily repetitious at times 
in that Solomon concluded that each human effort in the end was futile. In 
a final section, he further concluded that truly wise people gratefully enjoy 
whatever time God allocates to them. The only lasting value in life is to fear 
and obey God (9:1–12:14).

THEMES

Divine Sovereignty—Both Job and Ecclesiastes emphasize God’s sovereignty. 
Although Satan severely attacked Job and his family, he could not do so 
without God’s permission (Job 1:12). In Ecclesiastes 12:7, Solomon declared 
that “the spirit returns to God who gave it.”

Faith—Job made advances in faith as he endured the suffering that came 
upon him. First, he began to talk directly to God (7:7-21). Second, he longed 
for an arbitrator between God and humanity (9:33). Third, he appealed to 
God for some kind of distinction in death (14:13-14). Fourth, he appealed 
to his witness in heaven (16:18–17:9). Fifth, Job repented of his pride for 
passing judgment on things he did not understand. Thus, he found the 
solution to his dilemma was in trusting God (42:1-6).

Fear of God—In Ecclesiastes, Solomon emphasized the central importance 
of fearing God. The fear of God begins with a proper understanding 
of God’s presence and nature. This comprehension in turn shapes the 
believer’s behavior.

Satan—Job 1–2 contains one of the most extensive depictions of Satan 
in the Bible. Satan is a created being with limited authority and power when 
compared to God (see Job 1:6-7; 2:1). He is unable to attack God’s people 
without permission from God (1:9-12; 2:5-7).

Life—On the surface, Ecclesiastes appears to highlight the disillusioned 
pessimism of one whose life had been a total disappointment. On the other 
hand, Solomon came to understand the limitations of human effort alone. 
He acknowledged that God’s sovereignty is total. Therefore, God’s people can 
find ultimate meaning only in revering and obeying Him.
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 I.  The Testing Begins (Job 1:1–2:10)

 II.  First Round of Discourse (Job 2:11–14:22)

 III.  Second Round of Discourse (Job 15:1–21:34)

 IV.  Third Round of Discourse (Job 22:1–31:40)

 V.  Elihu Speaks (Job 32:1–37:24)

 VI.  God Speaks (Job 38:1–42:6)

 VII.  Resolution (Job 42:7-17)

OUTLINE OF ECCLESIASTES
 I.  Introduction: The Search for Meaning (Eccl. 1:1-11)

 II.  The Search Described (Eccl. 1:12–6:12)

 III.  Wisdom Gained in the Search (Eccl. 7:1–10:20)

 IV.  Conclusion: Fear and Honor God (Eccl. 11:1–12:14)

ON THE C OV ER

Stone olive press found at Tel Aviv, 
the ancient port city of Joppa . The 
beam through the round upright 
stone was pushed by an animal or 
human . The rolling stone crushed 
the olives, and the oil was collected 
in a vat . Olive oil was used for 
cooking, lamp fuel, medicinal 
ointments, and the anointing of 
kings . Oil also was a symbol of 
blessing and joy . (See session 12 .)

OUTLINE OF JOB

ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ BRENT BRUCE/ ERETZ ISRAEL 
MUSEUM/ TEL AVIV, ISRAEL (60/9260)
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Faith Tested
Believers show the depth of their faith in adversity .

James died in a tragic automobile accident. It happened just one month 
after he had made a profession of faith in Jesus Christ. Because the accident 
occurred in a neighboring state, Louise, James’s grieving wife, had to complete 
numerous official procedures and paperwork to bring her husband’s body 
home for the funeral and burial. The red tape delayed the funeral and thus 
added to her painful ordeal. Through it all, however, Louise remained the 
epitome of a faithful believer. Not once did she lash out at God or question His 
goodness. Neither did she withdraw from God’s people. Instead she boasted 
that her husband’s last month had been the most wonderful time of their 
life together as husband and wife. She praised the Lord for giving them those 
thirty days as a truly unified, loving, Christian family. Throughout the weeks 
and months that followed, Louise never wavered in her faith. She served as 
an inspiration to her other family members and to our church congregation.

A year or so later, I asked Louise if she would be willing to give a testimony 
of her faith during our church’s revival services. She reluctantly agreed, 
cautioning that she was certain to break down and cry when speaking about 
her heartbreaking loss. Then she retrieved her Bible and showed me an old 
church bulletin that she kept inside it. Scribbled in the margin near the day’s 
sermon title was a signed affirmation about trusting what God said in the 
Bible. Louise confessed to me that her husband’s tragic, untimely death had 
severely tested her faith. She had recalled the words of Romans 8:28 that 
“all things work together for the good of those who love God,” and she had 
to decide then and there if she really believed God’s Word is true. Louise 
testified that she did believe it and her faith led to an assurance that God 
would ultimately bring something good out of James’s death.

People who, like Louise, have faced harsh adversity in their lives can 
connect on a visceral level with the biblical account of Job. In this opening 
session, we will have an opportunity to think through how we might respond 
to God if we suddenly lost everything that we hold dear or depend on for 
meaning and fulfillment.

Session 1   |   Job 1:8-22
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
JOB 1:1–2:10

Some Bible scholars conclude that Job (the man) lived in a place called Uz 
around the time of the patriarchal era—that is, slightly before or at the time 
when Abraham and his family first settled in the land of Canaan. The exact 
location of the ancient “country of Uz” (Job 1:1) is uncertain. The fact that 
Noah’s son Shem had a grandson named Uz suggests that Job’s home lay 
east of the Jordan River, either in the region just south of Damascus or else 
between Edom and northern Arabia. (See Gen. 10:23. Uz’s father was Aram, 
whose name later became associated with the region of Syria.)

Like the patriarchal figures Abraham and Melchizedek (see Gen. 14:17-
20), Job appears to have worshiped the one true God. In his attitudes and 
actions, Job tenaciously adhered to the Lord God’s revealed standards for 
righteousness. By all measures, Job was an extraordinarily blessed individual. 
He was wealthy and prosperous in life. In a culture that highly valued large 
families—especially sons—Job fathered seven sons and three daughters. 
The numbers seven, three, and ten even had the symbolic importance of 
representing God-given completeness. Job’s life truly appeared complete in 
every respect. Indeed, he was regarded as “the greatest man among all the 
people of the east” (1:3).

Further, Job’s behavior pleased God. Therefore, on one occasion God 
boasted about Job’s having “perfect integrity” (Job 1:8). Satan, however, was 
skeptical and challenged God’s claim about Job. Satan argued that God’s 
preferential treatment of Job accounted for the man’s exceptional conduct 
and devotion. Satan brashly predicted that Job quickly would abandon 
God if only harsh adversity struck him (1:11). Therefore, God allowed 
Satan to take away Job’s prosperity and blessings. Job’s physical well-being 
initially remained off limits to Satan’s malicious activity. In a single day, 
a series of catastrophic disasters ended Job’s idyllic existence. All ten of his 
children were killed by a powerful wind, and all of Job’s possessions were 
stolen by marauders. Job grieved his loss yet did not accuse God of being 
unjust (1:6-22).

Having been wrong in his initial prediction about Job, Satan tendered 
a second accusation. He contended before God that Job’s continued piety 
hinged on his being exempt from personal physical harm. God granted Satan 
permission to attack Job’s health with the caveat that the man’s life must be 
spared. Consequently, Job became infected with boils from the top of his 
head to the soles of his feet. The once prominent man was now reduced to 
sitting in an ash pile and scraping his sores with pieces of broken pottery. 

11Se ssion 1:   Faith Tested
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Such items commonly were found at the local garbage dump. Still, God’s boast 
about Job’s “perfect integrity” proved to be accurate in every respect (2:1-8).

Even Job’s wife implored her husband to curse God so that he would die 
and no longer have to endure such bitter suffering. But Job refused to budge 
from his staunch devotion to God. He did not sin as Satan had predicted he 
would (2:9-10).

EXPLORE THE TEXT
PERMISSION GRANTED (Job 1:8-12)

VERSE 8

Then the Lord said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant 
Job? No one else on earth is like him, a man of perfect integrity, 
who fears God and turns away from evil.” 
One of the more mysterious theological aspects of the Book of Job is Satan’s 
access to the heavenly council and, more significantly, to the Lord Himself. 
The name the Lord emphasizes God’s identity as the almighty Creator and 
Redeemer. This is God’s covenant name that He later revealed to Moses (and 
to Israel through Moses) at the burning bush (see Ex. 3:14-15). The writer of 
the Book of Job evidently assumed that his audience would not be sidetracked 
by a theological question but would simply recognize that Satan’s unusual 
audience with the Lord happened because the sovereign God allowed it.

The English word Satan is a transliteration (letter-for-letter rendering) of 
the Hebrew term that means “adversary” or “accuser.” In some Old Testament 
texts, the Hebrew word appears not as a name but as a description of opposition 
(see Num. 22:22; 1 Kings 5:4; Ps. 109:6). In time, however, the word came to 
be used as it is in Job 1:8—that is, as a name for the wicked adversary of God 
and His people, the devil (see 1 Chron. 21:1; Zech. 3:2; Mark 1:13; Acts 5:3; 
Rev. 12:9). The Book of Job’s description of conversations between the Lord 
and Satan reveals among other things that Job was unaware of the heavenly 
dialogue even though the discussion was about him.

The heavenly conversation began with the Lord asking Satan where he 
had come from (see Job 1:7). When Satan replied that he had been roaming 
the earth (1:8), that prompted the Lord to ask if Satan had taken notice of 
His servant Job. The basic idea of servanthood is to be in submission to 
another. Thus, for the Lord to describe Job as His servant was to claim that 
Job’s devotion and will were submitted to God. God was the Master of Job’s 
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life in every respect, and Job worshiped no God except the Lord. Further, the 
Lord described Job as unique among His earthly servants.  

First, Job was a man of perfect integrity. The root idea of the Hebrew 
word rendered perfect is completeness. When linked to the Hebrew word for 
integrity, the terms convey the singular idea of remaining steadfastly loyal to 
a covenant relationship. Second, Job is described as a man who fears God. 
To fear God certainly includes having an appropriate emotional response 
that realizes God’s consuming holiness and power as the sovereign Creator. 
In a covenant relationship, however, the phrase “fear of God” takes on the 
additional sense of awe and humble submission to His loving presence. That 
sense of awe leads the faithful worshiper to seek to please God in every way. 
Therefore, the Lord thirdly described His servant Job as one who consistently 
turns away from evil. In essence, the Lord was telling Satan, “Have you 
noticed Job? He is like Me in character; he is not at all like you!”

VERSE 9

Satan answered the Lord, “Does Job fear God for nothing? 
Satan, true to his adversarial character, responded to God with a rhetorical 
question that implied Job was not as godly as the Lord thought. The question 
“Does Job fear God for nothing?” (“for nought,” KJV; “for no reason,” ESV) 
implied that Job’s devotion to the Lord and righteous actions were purely 
selfish, not special. Satan claimed that Job served God for the potential 
material benefits he might receive from doing so. 

Some Bible scholars point to this verse as reflecting the overarching purpose 
behind the Book of Job. That is, the question poses a soul-searching dilemma: 
Will believers continue to devote themselves to and worship a God purely for 
who He is rather than for what He does for them? Is the believer’s worship little 
more than a quid pro quo? That is, God receives the believer’s devotion only 
to the measure that the believer receives God’s material blessings. Whether 
or not the issue reflects the book’s central purpose, it provided Satan with an 
opportunity to question God’s confidence in His servant Job.

VERSE 10

Haven’t you placed a hedge around him, his household, and 
everything he owns? You have blessed the work of his hands, and 
his possessions have increased in the land. 
This verse continues Satan’s accusation against Job’s motivation. Satan 
accused the Lord of putting a hedge around Job. The idea of a hedge arises 
from the language of agriculture, specifically, the care of vineyards. To 
protect a vineyard from destructive intruders—both human and animal—
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the owner would plant a hedgerow of tall, dense, thorny plants around 
the vines. In Satan’s accusation, therefore, the hedge represented God’s 
impenetrable protection around Job, his household, and all of his property. 

Moreover, the success of God’s hedge around Job and his family extended 
beyond protection from enemies. God also blessed the work of Job’s 
hands. The Hebrew verb rendered blessed connotes something God does 
independent of human activity. It primarily means to imbue with power for 
success. Hence, Satan charged that whatever activity Job undertook, God 
ensured that it prospered and was protected. Satan supported his accusation 
by pointing out that Job’s possessions had increased in the land. Satan’s 
implied accusation was this: What human wouldn’t remain devoted—in 
name, at least—to a God who continually tipped the scales of health, wealth, 
and success in that person’s favor?

VERSE 11

But stretch out your hand and strike everything he owns, and he 
will surely curse you to your face.” 
Satan argued that Job’s devotion to God had never been tested for genuineness. 
Satan therefore challenged the Lord to stretch out His hand and strike 
everything that belonged to Job. The Hebrew verb rendered strike literally 
means “to touch” (see KJV; ESV). In this context, however, the implication 
of the verb was that God’s intervening hand would change Job’s situation 
for the worse. Blessings that had been as reliable as the morning sun would 
cease, be stolen away, or in some cases be turned into sickening burdens. 

Satan was counting on the probability that Job would conclude his sudden 
misfortune came directly from the same source as his former blessings—
that is, from the Lord. Satan thus fully expected Job to react with selfish 
anger and rejection of the Lord. Instead of worshiping the Lord, Job would 
surely curse God. The phrase to your face emphasizes that Satan expected 
Job to blame (and reject) God directly and openly. Further, such a reaction by 
Job would reveal—in Satan’s thinking, at least—that the man’s devotion to 
God had been shallow all along. 

VERSE 12

“Very well,” the Lord told Satan, “everything he owns is in your 
power. However, do not lay a hand on Job himself.” So Satan left 
the Lord’s presence. 
The Lord’s response to Satan emphasizes two realities. First, God’s permission 
for Satan to test Job’s faith revealed God’s confidence in Job. The Lord had 
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confidence that Job’s devotion rested on his trust in God, not on a continuous 
guarantee of worldly success. Thus, God allowed Satan to exercise power 
(literally, “in your hand”; see ESV) over everything Job possessed. This 
included Job’s crops, herds, and, most significantly, Job’s children. 

Second, the Lord’s response to Satan revealed His sovereignty and 
Satan’s limitations. Satan could exercise power over Job only by the Lord’s 
permission and only to the extent that God allowed. In fact, at this point 
Satan was forbidden from laying a hand on Job himself. He could only 
strike Job’s possessions.

Many readers of the Book of Job have questioned why God would allow 
Satan to wield destructive power against such a devoted and righteous 
person. God allowed the testing of Job for His own wise reasons, which 
are not completely spelled out in the Book of Job. It is sufficient, however, 
to affirm the known character of God. He is good, loving, just, and wise. 
Therefore, we can trust His decisions, even when we cannot understand 
them completely. God will always do what is right.

Having received permission to attack Job in a limited way, Satan departed 
to vent his fury against God’s faithful servant. Today, we as believers can be 
sure that Satan still seeks opportunities to attack God’s faithful followers. 
Although he is in rebellion against God, Satan remains subject to divine 
authority. He cannot act beyond God’s permissive will.

ATTACK EXECUTED (Job 1:13-19)

VERSES 13-15

One day when Job’s sons and daughters were eating and drinking 
wine in their oldest brother’s house, a messenger came to Job 
and reported, “While the oxen were plowing and the donkeys 
grazing nearby, the Sabeans swooped down and took them away. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Devil, Satan, Evil, Demonic” on page 419 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does the 
description of Satan in the Book of Job enlighten our understanding 
of the New Testament teaching that Satan has power over the present 
world (see John 14:30; Eph. 6:11-12; 1 Pet. 5:8-9; 1 John 5:19; Rev. 12:12)? 
Conversely, how does the New Testament information on Satan help us 
better understand Job 1:6-12?
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They struck down the servants with the sword, and I alone have 
escaped to tell you!”
Job 1:4 states that Job’s ten children (perhaps with their spouses) routinely 
gathered in one of the sons’ homes for festive banquets. Job and his wife 
evidently did not attend these family get-togethers. Thus, they were not 
present on this occasion when the siblings gathered in their oldest brother’s 
house. Being a righteous and attentive father, however, Job realized that 
such occasions marked by eating and drinking wine could present certain 
dangers. In particular, Job was concerned that in their festiveness his 
children might be tempted to sin by cursing God (see 1:5-6). It seems clear, 
however, that on this occasion neither Job nor his children anticipated the 
overwhelming dangers that were about to rain down upon his family.

A series of four disasters suddenly began to unfold. First, a messenger 
came … and reported to Job that a band of marauders had swooped down 
(“fell upon,” KJV; ESV; “attacked,” NIV) and stolen the family’s oxen and 
donkeys from the fields. If the thieves made off with all of Job’s oxen and 
donkeys, the loss amounted to at least fifteen hundred valuable work animals 
(see 1:3)! Such a loss would have severely crippled Job’s farming operation 
and thus his capacity to provide for his family and workers.

Who were the Sabeans? In this context, the name likely refers to a band 
of nomadic merchants who traversed the desert regions of Arabia. They 
may have conducted legitimate trade when it was possible and was to their 
benefit. However, in desperate times these nomads did not hesitate to attack 
unsuspecting farms and estates to take what they wanted. Here, the Sabeans  
not only stole Job’s livestock but also struck down his servants with the 
sword, compounding the disaster. The phrase rendered struck down … with 
the sword indicates that the Sabeans massacred Job’s workers. The fact that 
only one servant escaped the carnage to tell Job what happened could have 
been either a providential rescue or an intentional act by the marauders to 
send Job a terrifying message.

VERSE 16

He was still speaking when another messenger came and reported, 
“God’s fire fell from heaven. It burned the sheep and the servants 
and devoured them, and I alone have escaped to tell you!”
With the words he was still speaking when another messenger came, the 
biblical writer emphasized the speed with which Job’s blessed and successful 
life came crashing down. The second messenger reported the loss of all 
Job’s sheep along with all the servants tending the sheep. The cause of this 
disaster was not attributed to wicked men, however. Instead, the messenger 
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reported that God’s fire fell from heaven and killed the sheep and the 
shepherds. While this description probably refers to a devastating lightning 
strike, the words God’s fire would have meant much more to Job. 

We as readers of the Book of Job know that Satan had been given permission 
to attack Job’s possessions (1:12). Job, on the other hand, was not aware 
of the previous dialogue between the Lord and Satan. By slaughtering Job’s 
sheep and shepherds with a lightning strike, Satan sent a chilling message 
to Job: “Hey, Job! The God to whom you are so devoted directly caused your 
bitter and unexpected losses. What do you think of Him now?”

VERSE 17

That messenger was still speaking when yet another came and 
reported, “The Chaldeans formed three bands, made a raid on the 
camels, and took them away. They struck down the servants with 
the sword, and I alone have escaped to tell you!”
A third messenger arrived while the second was still speaking. Similar 
to the first disaster, this one was perpetrated by a marauding tribe. The 
Chaldeans later became associated with the area around Babylon in southern 
Mesopotamia (see Isa. 23:13; Dan. 9:1). In Job’s day, however, the name 
probably described certain nomadic groups that migrated back and forth 
across northern Arabia. Like the Sabeans, the Chaldeans in desperate times 
resorted to marauding and stealing. Three bands of these marauders targeted 
Job’s herd of three thousand camels (see 1:3). They strategically organized 
their fighting men into a three-pronged attack force and made a raid on Job’s 
camels. Job’s workers were no match for the attackers. The Chaldeans struck 
down all but one of Job’s servants with the sword.

VERSES 18-19

He was still speaking when another messenger came and 
reported, “Your sons and daughters were eating and drinking 
wine in their oldest brother’s house. Suddenly a powerful wind 
swept in from the desert and struck the four corners of the house. 
It collapsed on the young people so that they died, and I alone 
have escaped to tell you!”
Then came the most devastating report of the day. A fourth messenger 
arrived to inform Job that all of his children had been killed as they were 
feasting in the oldest brother’s house. As with the second disaster, the 
cause of the catastrophe was a phenomenon of nature: suddenly a powerful 
wind (“great wind,” KJV; ESV; “mighty wind,” NIV) swept in from the 
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desert and struck the four corners of the house. That the storm struck the 
four corners of the house may indicate that it was a rotating wind—that is, a 
tornado. Tornadoes can reach incredible wind speeds which, as many people 
to this day can attest, can rip apart even brick and stone structures.

We do not know the type of materials the oldest brother used to construct 
his house. We do know, however, that whatever materials were used, the 
house was no match for the wind. The house collapsed on the young people 
so that they died. The fact that one messenger alone … escaped to tell the 
tragic story suggests that house workers and others also were killed along 
with Job’s ten children. Job’s whole world suddenly collapsed in the dust! 
Stunned, he probably wondered, “Why, Lord? Why is this happening to me?”

TRUST MAINTAINED (Job 1:20-22)

VERSE 20a

Then Job stood up, tore his robe, and shaved his head.  
Certainly Job later pressed God with many questions (see Job 3:11-26). At 
this point, though, Job’s faith held strong. To be sure, he grieved deeply about 
the bitter tragedies that had overwhelmed him. He stood up, tore his robe, 
and shaved his head. Tearing one’s garment was a sign of great sorrow. 
The Hebrew term rendered robe referred to a man’s outer garment; it often 
reflected the wearer’s prosperity and status of importance in the community. 
Similarly, shaving one’s head signified abject humility in the face of bitter 
loss. Thick, flowing, gray hair was a sign of wisdom and success (see Prov. 
16:31). To shave one’s head signified deep despair and a feeling of emptiness.

VERSES 20b-21

He fell to the ground and worshiped, saying: Naked I came from 
my mother’s womb, and naked I will leave this life. The Lord 
gives, and the Lord takes away. Blessed be the name of the Lord. 
Although Job was filled with grief and despair, he knew where to turn and 
what to do. He fell to the ground and worshiped the Lord. In a short, 

E XPLORE FURTHER

What are one or two of the most difficult situations you have faced in your 
life? How did your relationship with God impact your responses to these 
situations? How have you grown spiritually through these experiences?
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poetic prayer, Job expressed three amazing affirmations. These affirmations 
were life principles by which Job had lived his life thus far and that gave him 
a calming sense of purpose even in the face of devastating calamities. 

First, Job affirmed that human life and all of its material blessings are 
gifts from God to be managed, not owned. Job had arrived in the world 
naked. This is, of course, a literal description of childbirth. A child comes 
from his or her mother’s womb unclothed. But the term naked can also have 
the figurative sense of having no position, power, or possessions. And in that 
sense, every person will also leave this life naked. Whatever we amass in 
wealth; however many offspring we produce; whatever fame we enjoy; these 
all get left behind at physical death. We go into the afterlife naked.

Second, Job affirmed God’s sovereign rule over human life, as expressed 
in the statement the Lord gives, and the Lord takes away. Job later 
reminded his wife of this truth by asking, “Should we accept only good from 
God and not adversity?” (2:10). All that we are and have are gifts from God. 
The Lord in His wisdom knows what we need. He also knows when the 
removal of blessings is required to help us love and trust Him even more.  

Third, Job affirmed that in either prosperity or adversity, the Lord was 
worthy of his trust and worship. Job declared that in the throes of devastating 
calamities, the name of the Lord was still to be blessed (“praised,” NIV). 
What an amazing expression of faith and devotion!

VERSE 22

Throughout all this Job did not sin or blame God for anything. 
The biblical writer closed this episode by emphasizing that Job did not 
sin or blame God for anything. The Hebrew word translated sin basically 
means “to miss the mark.” Job maintained the high standard of faithfulness. 
He trusted God in the good times, and he also trusted God when life fell 
apart. This is significant in that Job believed firmly in God’s sovereign rule 
over human life. Moreover, he was unaware of the temporary permission 
and power that Satan had been given to test Job’s faith. This is the kind of 
faith Job later expressed in this way: “Even if he [God] kills me, I will hope in 
him” (13:15). Today, we who are followers of Jesus Christ are challenged also 
to live by such faith in our Savior and Lord.  

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Job 1:20-21. What do these two verses teach you about 
yourself? About the Lord? About trusting in the Lord?
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Hope Defined
Believers find hope for life only in God .

I served as a combat infantryman during the Vietnam War. During this 
time, I often heard fellow soldiers in the field utter a particular expression of 
hopelessness. The saying reflected their attitude of futility about the constant, 
daily prospect of enemy attacks resulting in chaos, severe injury, and death. 
This attitude became vividly real to me one day as I stared silently at a pair 
of boots extending from beneath a soldier’s motionless poncho—a poncho 
now serving as the man’s shroud. The dead soldier’s closest buddy saw my 
empty stare, edged up beside me, and muttered matter-of-factly, “It don’t 
mean nothing!” 

As I think back on this experience, which is still not easy to do after fifty 
years, the despair of the saying still shocks me. If true, it meant the soldier’s 
death in battle was void of any real meaning. Further, the statement implied 
that the soldier’s life (or, for that matter, any soldier’s life) had no significance. 
The world was no better or worse while the person lived. It was no better or 
worse now that the person was gone.

Tragically, this kind of thinking can also be found in everyday life. As 
a pastor for more than thirty years, I have conducted many funerals. The 
lifespans of the deceased individuals ranged from an infant who lived 
only fifteen minutes beyond birth to a woman who lived to be more than 
a hundred years old. While each case was unique, I have observed a few 
tangible facts. One relates to the relationship of the deceased individual to 
Christ. In cases in which the deceased people were fervent believers, their 
families typically coped better than cases where no Christian faith was 
evident. Christian relatives grieved the absence of their loved one, yet they 
also exhibited hope for a future reunion. This hope was a deep-seated belief, 
not merely wishful thinking.

Human beings need a sense of hope if they are to deal with all of life’s 
troubles, including the reality of death. We need hope that we can get well 
if we become sick. We need hope that we can find a new job if we become 
unemployed. We need hope that we can make friends to combat loneliness. 
In this session, we will address Job’s yearning for hope from God to find 
meaning even in the midst of his devastating personal catastrophes.

Session 2   |   Job 14:1-14
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
JOB 2:11–14:22

Job 1:1–2:10 first presents a brief introduction of the righteous man Job 
and his family (1:1-5), followed by the account of a series of crippling, Satan-
caused disasters that stripped Job of all his worldly blessings—including his 
ten children—and left him as a broken man sitting alone in a heap of ashes, 
scraping his boil-pocked skin with pottery shards (1:6–2:8). Yet even when 
Job’s wife suggested a fatal route out of his suffering, Job did not sin by 
speaking falsely about God (2:9-10).

In 2:11-13, the biblical writer introduced three friends who purported to 
come to Job’s side to comfort him. Very little is known about the backgrounds 
of Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar. Eliphaz is called “the Temanite,” which 
probably means that he came from Teman, a city in Edom (see Ezek. 25:13; 
Amos 1:11-12). Bildad is referred to as “the Shuhite,” which may identify 
him as a member of a group of nomadic Arameans. Zophar is called “the 
Naamathite,” likely referring to a region in northwest Arabia. 

Job 2:11-13 sets the stage for the longest section (by far) in the Book of 
Job, chapters 3–41, in which a series of poetic speeches by Job, the three 
friends, a man named Elihu, and finally the Lord Himself focuses on Job’s 
plight and God’s sovereign role in ruling over His creation in general and 
human endeavors (especially Job’s situation) in particular. Job 3:1–14:22 
covers Job’s opening speech of depressing gloom (3:1-26), followed by the 
first of three rounds, or cycles, of dialogue by the friends and Job (4:1–14:22).

Theologically, Job’s three friends adhered to a rigid doctrine of retributive 
justice that assumed all experiences of suffering were divine judgment 
against a person’s sinfulness. Conversely, all prosperity and worldly success 
automatically signified a person’s righteousness. Thus, the catastrophes that 
struck down Job were indisputable proof to Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar that 
Job had committed some grievous sin against God. 

The theme of the first cycle of dialogue (4:1–14:22) centers on the nature 
of God. Eliphaz spoke first (4:1–5:27). He asserted that God is holy. Therefore 
Job surely had sinned, and God was reprimanding him. If Job repented, 
God would surely bless him again. In response to Eliphaz, Job steadfastly 
maintained his innocence (6:1–7:6). In defending himself against Eliphaz’s 
accusations, Job took a real step of faith. He ceased to speak to Eliphaz and 
instead spoke directly to God (7:7-21).

Bildad spoke next. He described God as just (8:1-22). Therefore, Bildad 
concluded that Job should repent and allow God to restore him to his former 
glory. Job found no comfort in Bildad’s discourse either; he insisted that God 
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was not treating him fairly (9:1-32). Yet, as Job reflected on the impossibility 
of a man contending with God, Job took a second step of faith. He longed for a 
mediator between himself and God (9:33). At the end of the speech, however, 
Job again sank into despair, pleading for God to leave him alone (9:34–10:22).

Zophar spoke last (11:1-20). He asserted that God is all-wise. Thus, Zophar 
also rebuked Job for claiming innocence and demanded that Job repent. Job 
resented his friends’ accusations but recognized that God’s power was too 
great for him to overturn. Job continued to defend himself, concluding that 
one day God would regret treating him unjustly. (12:1–14:22).

EXPLORE THE TEXT
QUESTIONS (Job 14:1-6)

Job reflected on the brevity of life and reality of judgment awaiting all 
people. This judgment is well-deserved, since all human beings are impure. 
Job pleaded for God to leave him alone so that he could gain some type of 
relief from pain during his remaining time. 

VERSE 1

Anyone born of woman is short of days and full of trouble. 
In his speech in chapter 11, Zophar criticized Job for babbling on about his 
innocence. Then, like a prosecutor, Zophar methodically tried to discredit 
the points Job had made about God’s ways being unfair. He accused Job of 
scoffing at God and of thinking that he (Job) could understand God’s ways or 
discover God’s limits (see 11:4-6). Zophar further recommended that if only 
Job would change his attitude,  pray, and repent, then he would undoubtedly 
forget his suffering and find peace once more (see 11:13-18).

Beginning in chapter 12, Job refuted Zophar’s charges, insisting that he 
was fully aware of the so-called wisdom being espoused by the three friends 
(see 12:1-3; 13:1-2). What they were not taking into consideration, however, 
was Job’s self-awareness. Job knew that he had not sinned—at least not to 
the extent that he deserved such a level of suffering. Or if he had unwittingly 
done something so terrible, would it not be only fair for God to reveal what 
Job had done? Job insisted that he was willing to risk God’s taking his life in 
order to defend himself before the Lord (see 13:14-15). 

By the opening verse of chapter 14, Job had descended into despondency 
and questioned life itself. The phrase anyone born of woman points to the 
frailty of human life and the vast difference between God and mankind. 
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The phrase contains both pity and scorn for the human condition. Until 
the advent of modern medical procedures, childbirth could be a particularly 
dangerous time for both expectant mothers and their unborn children. 
Babies that survived childbirth then faced many other challenges as they 
grew toward adulthood. Job described the typical lifespan of humans as being 
short of days (“of few days,” KJV; NIV) and full of trouble. Consequently, 
Job lamented that people are so insignificant they do not deserve the degree 
of scrutiny God had given to him.

VERSE 2

He blossoms like a flower, then withers; he flees like a shadow and 
does not last. 
Job compared the relative brevity of human life first to a flower and then 
to a shadow. Then and now, rainfall in the region where Job lived is limited 
and inconsistent. The rains that come to the region usually are limited to two 
brief seasons, the so-called early rains in March and April and latter rains 
in October and November. During these two periods moisture gets picked 
up from the Mediterranean Sea through evaporation, and winds sweep the 
rain-laden clouds eastward across the arid landscape. Seeds long buried in 
the rocky, sandy soil sprout and blossom quickly. Then almost as quickly, the 
air currents shift, funneling hot, dry air westward off of the Arabian Desert. 
Plants once decked in flowers soon wither, turn brown, and die. Job saw in 
the brief span of a plant’s life a depressing portrait of the human lifespan.

The comparison of human life to a shadow may emphasize not only life’s 
brevity but also its apparent fleeting purpose. Shadows exist only during the 
daytime, when the sun is shining. Moreover, shadows lengthen and shorten 
as the sun’s angle changes throughout the day. But what is a shadow? It is only 
a reflection of a person’s silhouetted form; it has no real, lasting substance. 
Today’s shadow disappears as quickly as it appears, leaving no trace. At this 
moment, Job felt the same was true, relatively speaking, about human life.

VERSE 3

Do you really take notice of one like this? Will you bring me into 
judgment against you? 
God’s concern for and attention to Job’s life bewildered Job. To be sure, 
he did not consider himself to be incapable of sin. His regular practice of 
offering purification sacrifices for his children after their banquets (see 
1:5) shows that he understood the sinful nature of all humanity, including 
himself. At the same time, Job was faithfully devoted to the Lord and sought 
daily to turn away from evil. Why would the Lord suddenly bring Job into 
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judgment as an adversary? What had prompted the God of the universe 
to zero in and take notice of one like Job— “a man of complete integrity” 
(1:1)? Job felt that God’s scrutiny was unfairly focused on him. The Hebrew 
term rendered judgment entailed not only the judicial examination but also 
the subsequent punishment. Herein lay the problem for Job. He knew of no 
evil in his life that was deserving of such harsh punishment from God.

VERSE 4

Who can produce something pure from what is impure? No one! 
The Hebrew word rendered pure typically refers in the Old Testament to 
ritual purity. Job may have emphasized here a deeper sense of the concept 
of purity: humanity’s pervasive sin nature. The emphatic phrase “No one!” 
stresses the impossibility of producing something pure from that which 
is impure. 

On the other hand, God is unique. He alone can do what is impossible 
for human beings to do. For example, when Abraham and Sarah doubted 
that they could give birth to a child in their old age, the Lord asked them, 
“Is anything impossible for the Lord?” (Gen. 18:14). The question was 
rhetorical, because the answer was no. With God, nothing is impossible. This 
was the same truth the angel Gabriel asserted to Mary when revealing to her 
that she would give birth to the Messiah—the One who would make pure 
the impure by providing forgiveness of sins (see Luke 1:37).

In his time and dire circumstances, however, Job did not yet foresee such 
a possibility. He felt that it was not fair to expect any human being to be sin-
free. Nevertheless, he also did not think he had committed such grievous 
sins as to deserve the bitter loss of his entire household.

VERSE 5

Since a person’s days are determined and the number of his 
months depends on you, and since you have set limits he 
cannot pass, 
The two phrases a person’s days and the number of his months designate 
measurable periods of time in an individual’s existence. Thus, these phrases 
epitomize the finiteness of human life. The Hebrew verb translated are 
determined can also mean “to cut” or “to sharpen.” Its usage in Job 14:5  
thus arises from the practice of cutting, or engraving, decrees in stone. Once 
engraved in stone, a decree cannot be easily changed. The noun rendered 
limits derives from a verb that is synonymous with the verb rendered are 
determined. Therefore, both words in this context emphasize the unalterable 
nature of human mortality. It is set in stone, so to speak. 
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Job correctly attributed to God both the brevity of life and the impossibility 
of extending the human lifespan beyond His decreed limits. As Creator, God 
alone controlled the design of creation. The introduction of sin into human 
existence corrupted His intention for life, resulting in humanity’s experience 
of physical death. Consequently, God limited the length of human life (see 
Gen. 6:3; Ps. 90:10). Once God set this limit, humanity was bound by it. 
Further, only God could one day overrule the power of physical death. He 
did this when Jesus the Son of God died on the cross, was buried, and then 
was raised on the third day (see 1 Cor. 15:20-22)!

VERSE 6

look away from him and let him rest so that he can enjoy his day 
like a hired worker. 
Job’s pain and despair moved him to utter a sorrowful plea. He entreated 
God to look away from him and let him rest. Succumbing to Satan’s 
whispered accusations against God, Job began to imagine that his suffering 
would become more manageable if only God left him alone or decided to pick 
on someone else. It seems that Job had concluded he would never again enjoy 
the blessings of his former life. He would be content, however, just to be able 
to enjoy his day like a hired worker (“a hired hand,” ESV; “a hired laborer,” 
NIV). Such a laborer expected to work hard even in tough conditions for 
barely enough pay to live on, yet the worker also expected to have time in the 
evenings to rest, eat, and sleep. Job longed for God to give him even a brief 
respite from his constant, unexplained suffering.

DESPAIR (Job 14:7-12)

Job compared human life to a tree, noting the finality of death for humans. 
Several considerations shape Job’s words in this passage. First, Job is 
brokenhearted. Second, God’s complete revelation in Scripture was not 
available to Job. Third, Job was speaking at the same time that he was 
processing what had taken place. He had not yet reached his final conclusion.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Suffering” on pages 1510–1511 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What is a proper goal 
for believers in suffering if it is not to eliminate suffering? How have you 
experienced God’s help in times of suffering?
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VERSE 7

There is hope for a tree: If it is cut down, it will sprout again, and 
its shoots will not die.  
Job continued to look for insight in other parts of God’s creation—in this 
case, a tree. Job knew from experience that when a tree is cut down, new 
shoots often sprout again from the stump. If God designed trees in this 
way, why would He not give human beings such hope as well? 

In later biblical prophecy this phenomenon was applied to the promised 
Messiah (see Isa. 11:1). In that prophetic context, the idea of a tree’s being 
cut down and later sprouting new growth foreshadowed the destruction of 
Jerusalem and the covenant nation. After a period of time, however, the 
punished people of God would be restored and the covenant nation would 
take root again. 

In Job 14:7, however, Job reflected on the phenomenon and became 
depressed. He limited his vision to the literal sprouting of the plant. Both 
a literal and figurative interpretation of the phenomenon should encourage 
hope. After a tree is toppled, it appears to be dead and gone. But it can sprout 
new life in the stump. Job, though suffering mightily, was not destroyed. 
Just as a stump’s new sprouts foretell of a future existence for the tree, the 
message to Job was that his future could be better than he assumed. In his 
present state of depression, however, this hope evaded Job.

VERSES 8-9

If its roots grow old in the ground and its stump starts to die in 
the soil, the scent of water makes it thrive and produce twigs like 
a sapling. 
Job continued to talk about the hope that characterized a fallen tree. During 
the dry season the stump would begin to decay. Its roots—especially 
those near the surface of the ground—would start drying up as well. All 
appearances of life would vanish. However, when even the scent of water 
returned to the air in the rainy season, the stump’s deepest roots would 
respond. Renewed moisture would cause the stump to thrive and produce 
new shoots. The old stump would act like a sapling again. In his reflections 
about the tree, Job harbored a thorny question about why God would not 
relent in His harsh punishment against one who served Him faithfully.

VERSE 10

But a person dies and fades away; he breathes his last—
where is he? 
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Job starkly contrasted the fate of human beings in death to a tree’s 
restoration after being cut down. His statement that a person dies and 
fades away (“wasteth away,” KJV; “is laid low,” ESV; NIV) is packed with 
despondency. In the Hebrew text, the word rendered person (“man,” KJV; 
“a man,” ESV; NIV) is not the general term for humankind. Rather, it is the 
term that usually denotes a male at the peak of his powers. Furthermore, the 
grammatical construction of the sentence makes the word emphatic. Thus, 
Job emphasized that even the strongest and healthiest human being could 
not escape death. The verb rendered fades away means “to become weak or 
prostrate.” At death, all signs of life disappear and never return.

The question where is he is ambiguous. The same Hebrew word denotes 
wind, breath, and spirit. In ancient Hebrew thought, when the breath ceased 
to come from the throat, the spirit had departed and the person was dead. 
But like the wind (see John 3:8), no one could see where the spirit went. 
Hence, the question may hint that Job had not lost all hope. To be sure, he 
was acknowledging such understanding was far beyond him—and beyond 
his friends’ understanding too!

VERSES 11-12

As water disappears from a lake and a river becomes parched and 
dry, so people lie down never to rise again. They will not wake up 
until the heavens are no more; they will not stir from their sleep. 
Job changed figures of speech to one more suitable to his despondency. The 
lack of significant rainfall in the Middle East during the dry seasons caused 
many rivers and streams to dry up. As their water evaporated, the scorching 
sunshine baked the exposed riverbeds. Soon, apart from a parched riverbed, 
the once flowing waterway became identical to the surrounding terrain. 

Like the example of the tree stump, however, Job’s analogy of a dry 
riverbed contained a paradox. At death, human beings, like the water in a 
seasonal stream, disappeared without a trace. However, the water would 
return with the rainy season and once again fill the riverbed with precious 
liquid. This description left the door open for hope.

Perhaps recognizing the weakness in his verbal pictures, Job stated his 
observation that death for humans was final and permanent. People who 
died would not wake up until the heavens are no more. Viewing death as 
a final state for humans can lead to despair. It removes all hope.

The comparison of death to sleep in time became the perfect imagery for 
the Christian perspective of death. When a believer dies, he or she steps into 
the presence of the resurrected Christ (see 2 Cor. 5:8). Death for believers 
may be lying down to rest, but the resurrection is waking up to live forever!
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HOPE (Job 14:13-14)

Job characterized death as a place to escape suffering. He expressed a longing 
for life after death, realizing that such a future life would come only through 
God’s sovereign action.

VERSE 13

If only you would hide me in Sheol and conceal me until your 
anger passes. If only you would appoint a time for me and then 
remember me. 
Job’s despondent reflections about the finality of death for human beings 
seemed to open his mind ever so slightly to a hopeful thought. If God created 
human beings out of nothing in the beginning, and if He is indeed sovereign 
over life and death, then wouldn’t it be possible for God to give His people 
some form of life after death? Job essentially admitted that his lack of insight 
about the afterlife left room for a ray of hope—a wish introduced by the two 
words if only (“O that,” KJV; “Oh that,” ESV). 

The first half of Job’s hopeful thought was that the Lord might hide 
Job in Sheol (“the grave,” KJV; NIV) and conceal him there until God’s 
anger passed. The Hebrew concept of Sheol is a challenge to translate and 
comprehend. The linguistic background of the term is uncertain; thus, it 
has been variously translated as “the underworld,” “the grave,” “the pit,” and 
“hell.” Job’s usage of the term clearly supports the understanding that Sheol 
was considered to be the place of the dead. What Job began to consider, 
however, was the hopeful thought that death and the grave might not be 
the end of a person’s existence. Indeed, Job wondered if death—for him at 
least—might be a hiding place of sorts, a haven where he might finally be 
shielded from further suffering. Of course, this would be true only if the 
second part of Job’s hopeful thought came to pass. 

The second half of Job’s hope (also introduced by the words if only) also 
involved actions that only the Lord could do. Job hoped that God would 
appoint a time for him and then remember him. Job believed what King 
David later expressed about the Lord in Psalm 139:16: “Your eyes saw me 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Resurrection” on pages 1348–1349 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How would you describe 
the difference between resuscitation and resurrection?
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when I was formless; all my days were written in your book and planned 
before a single one of them began.” In other words, Job believed that God 
controlled not just time but the events that occur within time. The Hebrew 
word translated time in Job 14:13 refers to a specific, fixed time—an 
appointed time in which Job could appear before the Lord to defend himself.

Such a meeting required not only an appointed time but also the Lord’s 
remembering Job. The Hebrew term translated remember involves more than 
a mental recollection; it includes taking redemptive or restorative action. This 
kind of action is vividly portrayed in the New Testament when one of the 
criminals crucified alongside Jesus asked the Lord to remember him when 
Jesus came into His kingdom. Jesus replied that the man would be with Him 
that day in paradise (see Luke 23:43).

VERSE 14

When a person dies, will he come back to life? If so, I would wait 
all the days of my struggle until my relief comes. 
This verse reveals that Job was struggling with one of humanity’s deepest 
questions: Is there life after death? Many centuries later, the apostle Paul 
dealt with the same question as it related to the death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. He wrote to believers in Corinth, “If we have put our hope in 
Christ for this life only, we should be pitied more than anyone” (1 Cor. 15:19). 

Job did not have the benefit of looking back on the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ as the gospel’s answer to his deep struggle. Nevertheless, Job dared 
to consider—even if just for a moment—that God might somehow enable a 
person to come back to life after death. Everything Job knew about life and 
death to that point argued against such a possibility. However, if God made 
some distinction in death between righteous people and evil people, then 
Job professed that he was prepared to wait all the days of his struggle for 
his relief (“change,” KJV; “renewal,” ESV; NIV) to come. 

For God’s people in the Old Testament who looked forward to Christ 
as well as for believers today who point back to Him, the New Testament 
affirms that there is life after death. Eternal life comes through faith in Jesus 
Christ, who defeated death and the grave through the cross and resurrection. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Job 13:15. How does this verse help you understand the true 
nature of genuine faith? How does it give you hope about God’s promises 
to His people?
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Redemption Found
Believers can trust God to be faithful to them .

New York’s Saratoga National Historical Park contains an unusual statue. 
It is a stone monument featuring a military commander’s single boot. The 
monument’s inscription lauds but does not name the “most brilliant soldier 
of the Continental Army” who received a severe leg wound at the Battle 
of Saratoga. The unnamed commander’s hard-hitting attack at Saratoga 
routed the British army and assured an American victory in the battle. That 
victory helped convince France to enter the Revolutionary War on the side 
of the American colonies. French support ultimately tipped the scales in the 
Continental Army’s favor, leading to America’s long-sought independence. 

The boot monument pays tribute to this unnamed colonial soldier’s leg 
wound received while leading a final, victorious charge. So why has this 
man been denied the mark of respect due a military hero? Why was the 
commander’s name not engraved on the monument that honored his valor? 
The answer is because the soldier’s name was Benedict Arnold, a name that 
has become synonymous with treason.

By the early summer of 1780, Arnold was a recognized national hero. 
He held the rank of Major General in the United States Army and had an 
unrivaled war record. George Washington considered Arnold to be one of 
his most dependable military leaders and named him the commander 
of the critical fort at West Point, New York. Regrettably, it was there that 
a disgruntled Arnold entered into secret negotiations with the British army 
to surrender the fort. His treachery to the American cause was discovered, 
however, and Arnold’s fall from national hero to despised traitor was quick 
and sure. He escaped to England, where he added to his treason by leading 
British forces against the colonial troops he once commanded. He died in 
England in 1801 at the age of sixty.

Benedict Arnold’s treason is an example of the basest form of human 
failure. Sports annals are full of less disparaging failures. A star quarterback 
throws a key interception that costs his team the game. A starting pitcher 
cannot throw strikes in the playoffs preventing his team from making 
the championship game. The setter knocks the volleyball out of bounds, 
thereby giving her opponent a win in the match.  A point guard misses two 
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free throws in a one-point loss. But these kinds of failures typically do not 
permanently alter our lives or destinies.

Nonetheless, in life people fail one another. Sometimes people deliberately 
act to hurt others, but many other examples of failure are not deliberate. 
They occur simply because we are human and therefore impacted by human 
limitations. We misjudge someone, or we misinterpret someone’s actions. 
Such was the case with Job’s friends who came to his side to comfort him. 
Sadly, their attempts to comfort Job turned into accusations, resulting in 
Job’s wondering if he could trust in God to be faithful. In this session, we 
will be reminded that God can be counted on to be faithful and good even 
when others fail us. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
JOB 15:1–21:34

The second cycle of speeches in Job 15:1–21:34 continues the pattern of 
speaking established in the first cycle. Each of the three friends spoke in 
the same order as before: first Eliphaz, then Bildad, and finally Zophar. Job’s 
rebuttal speeches followed immediately after each friend’s speech. 

The first round of the friends’ speeches focused on the nature of God. This 
second round of speeches centers around the idea of the fate of the wicked. 
As in the preceding cycle, the friends’ accusations evoked from Job some 
brief glimpses of greater faith. But as was the case also in the first cycle, 
Job followed the glimpses of faith with deep valleys of depression. This 
adversarial style of dialogue would continue until the Lord finally would 
intervene  to speak (see 38:1–42:6).

In his speech of the second cycle, Eliphaz showed that he completely 
misunderstood Job’s plea for vindication (15:1-35). He no longer showed 
any sympathy for Job. Instead, he heartlessly accused Job of being foolish. 
He compared Job’s vocal cries of grief to the hot wind that blew in from 
the Arabian Desert. These blistering winds scorched the landscape, killing 
all vegetation. Eliphaz felt that Job’s cries of grief similarly destroyed Job’s 
credibility. From Eliphaz’s perspective, Job’s statements suggested that the 
man lacked a right relationship with God. Job’s financial ruin and the loss of 
his children were evidence of such a conclusion!

After Eliphaz spoke, Job admonished his friends for their failure to comfort 
him and prayed for relief from his suffering (16:1–17:16). In responding to 
Eliphaz’s accusations, Job expressed a new step of faith in God. He professed 
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a firm belief that he had an advocate, a “witness … in heaven” (16:19) who 
could argue Job’s case before God. The only question was whether his advocate 
would step up before Job went “the way of no return” (16:22). 

In his rebuttal speech, Job frequently alternated between bewilderment 
about God and frustration with his friends. He desired to find an advocate 
who was the equal of both God and humanity. He needed someone who could 
impartially mediate between the two. (It is not until the New Testament that 
we learn the identity of such a God-Man. He is Jesus Christ, the Son of God 
and Son of Man.)

Bildad in his second speech accused Job of being egotistical and claimed 
that tradition proved the fate of the wicked was destruction (18:1-21). Bildad 
denounced Job for not accepting the wise and benevolent counsel of the 
three friends. Then he launched into a lengthy tirade regarding the awful 
death of the wicked. He used the analogies of light and darkness to describe 
the final end of the wicked. Bildad viewed Job’s situation without any sense 
of compassion. Instead he concluded the twinkle of life remaining in Job was 
a last opportunity for the man to acknowledge his sin and repent. Otherwise, 
Job would die in disgrace and be forgotten forever.

In response to Bildad, Job asserted confidence in his position (19:1-29). 
He had not sinned against God. Job in fact accused God of abandoning 
him. But Job’s wild accusation led to another leap of faith. He expressed 
a conviction that a heavenly Redeemer would vindicate him even though it 
might not happen until after his death (see 19:25-26). This assertion marks 
a turning point in Job’s struggle. Job would continue to sink into depression 
on occasion, but from this point on, more than ever, he was convinced of the 
validity of his position.

Roused by what he considered an insult, Zophar then attacked Job as the 
worst kind of sinner (20:1-29). Appealing to human logic, Zophar argued 
that the wicked die before their time, since sin contains inherent retribution. 
He proceeded to argue that this would be Job’s fate too, since Job evidently 
had taken the paths of the wicked and adopted them as his own! According 
to Zophar, Job had experienced a taste of God’s wrath because Job loved evil. 
Unless Job repented, God’s burning anger would continue to pursue him in 
any possible life to come.

In his response to Zophar, Job considered the divine government of the 
universe and was bewildered by what he saw (21:1-34). He contended that 
his situation proved the doctrine of retribution was not always applicable. 
Having abandoned a rigid insistence on the doctrine of retribution, Job began 
to debate his friends with a new faith in God. He argued that his friends were 
contradicted by universal experience. Death is the shared experience of all 
people, whether good or bad. Furthermore, the wicked sometimes prospered 
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and lived long lives. Similarly, righteous people sometimes suffered and 
some died before old age. Job declared that he would await further insight 
from God to resolve his bewilderment over his circumstances. Job’s faith in 
God thus reached a new level of trust.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
FAILING FRIENDS (Job 19:19-22)

Job expressed frustration about his friends and their failure to show 
compassion and comfort. He went so far as to portray his family and 
friends as having turned against him. Job appealed to his friends to show 
kindness to him. 

VERSE 19

All of my best friends despise me, and those I love have turned 
against me. 
The death of his children generated intense grief for Job. The loss of his 
material resources caused emotional stress. The failure of his health diluted 
Job’s mental resolve. Adding to the strain on his capacity to cope with his 
suffering were the responses of the people around Job (19:13-19). Servants 
of the once-powerful man now ignored him completely. They refused to 
answer his summons. Former acquaintances and relatives treated him 
as an unwelcome stranger in their midst. Even Job’s wife shunned him. 
Combined with his emaciation, discoloration, oozing sores, peeling skin, and 
other symptoms, Job’s foul-smelling breath made him so repulsive that the 
woman who loved him refused contact of any sort.

Job’s close companions likewise turned against him. Verse 19 displays a 
Hebrew poetic quality known as synonymous parallelism. In synonymous 
parallelism, the second line repeats the idea of the first line by using 
synonyms. Hence, the phrase all of my best friends (“inward friends,” 
KJV; “intimate friends,” ESV; NIV) in the first half of the verse matches the 
phrase those I love in the second half. The words best friends denote a set 
of trusted companions who offer someone reliable confidential advice. The 
phrase those I love emphasizes the dimension of true friendship in which 
companions genuinely desire and seek one another’s well-being above their 
own (see John 15:12-15). In all likelihood, Job was referring here to Eliphaz, 
Bildad, and Zophar as his best friends who now had turned against him. 
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The Hebrew verb rendered despise (“abhorred,” KJV; ESV; “detest,” NIV) has 
the basic meaning of “to loathe” or “to abhor” and implies a sense of rejection 
and exclusion. In other words, Job sensed that his three former best friends 
had expelled him from their circle of friendship; indeed, they had now 
become his enemies.

VERSE 20

My skin and my flesh cling to my bones; I have escaped with only 
the skin of my teeth. 
Job could not escape the disgust (to others) that his physical infirmity had 
spawned. He repeatedly spoke about his nauseating symptoms (2:7-8,12; 
7:5,14; 16:16; 30:17). His once-vigorous body now appeared as little more 
than an emaciated skeleton. The words I have escaped with only the skin 
of my teeth may imply that Job’s gums had maintained some degree of 
normal appearance. More likely, however, the words comprised an idiom that 
suggests clinging to something—in this case, life itself—by the thinnest of 
margins. Job believed that he had barely escaped dying. Combined with the 
preceding clause describing his bodily appearance, Job 19:20 suggests that 
Job resembled a corpse. He had to verbally state aloud that he was still alive. 
Otherwise, people might conclude that he was dead.

VERSE 21

Have mercy on me, my friends, have mercy, for God’s hand has 
struck me. 
Job begged his erstwhile friends to have mercy on him. He had lost his 
self-composure and propriety under the divine onslaught. Job’s anguish 
overrode his dignity in this request for compassion. His twice-uttered 
plea for mercy (“pity,” KJV; NIV) reveals the depth of Job’s despair and the 
urgency of his entreaty. The Hebrew verb rendered have mercy denotes a 
heartfelt response to someone in need. It implies the person who has mercy 
on the individual in need can supply that individual’s need. Here, Job’s need 
was for companionship and compassion. Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar could 
supply that need with encouraging words or gestures. Instead, however, the 
three friends mercilessly kept blaming Job, insisting that he had brought all 
of this suffering on himself through hidden sins.

The hands represent appendages with which a person implements 
decisions and ideas. For example, a sculptor mentally envisions a subject and 
then uses his or her hands to actually carve that mental picture out of a piece 
of wood or stone. Hence, hands became symbols of power and a metaphor for 
putting one’s ideas into practice. 
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Job readily agreed with his friends that God’s hand had struck 
(“touched,” KJV; ESV). That is, God was the ultimate source of Job’s terrible 
circumstances. We as readers of the Book of Job are aware, of course, that 
God was the source of Job’s suffering only in the sense that He is sovereign 
over all of creation and had granted Satan temporary and limited permission 
to test Job’s faith. Job, on the other hand, did not yet have this insight. 
Nevertheless, Job comprehended God’s sovereignty and therefore attributed 
all unforeseen events to God.

VERSE 22

Why do you persecute me as God does? Will you never get enough 
of my flesh? 
People enduring hardships need others to show compassion to them. Job 
needed his intimate friends to show him compassion. He had expected 
them to give him some degree of comfort. Instead they had attacked him 
and condemned him as the worst possible sinner. Job posed two rhetorical 
questions to confront his former friends. 

In the first question, the verb translated persecute comes from a root 
that describes a hunter pursuing game to kill. The intensive form used here 
means “to hound mercilessly.” Hence, Job perceived that those who could 
have (and should have) comforted him had instead chosen to relentlessly 
hound him.

The second rhetorical question may include an idiomatic expression. The 
idea of chewing on someone’s flesh was a way of describing hurtful slander. 
Job had argued that his friends’ allegations of his sinfulness were blatantly 
false—in other words, slanderous. Job’s rhetorical question (“Will you never 
get enough of my flesh?”) emphasizes that the friends had constantly 
inflated their accusations against him. They had not been content to merely 
say Job was a sinner. They kept on magnifying the accusations against Job, 
constantly chewing on his pitiable condition and thereby making Job suffer 
much worse.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Friend, Friendship” on pages 595–596 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are three 
or four characteristics of a true friend? When has a true friend helped you 
in a time of great difficulty?
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LIVING REDEEMER (Job 19:23-27)

Job desired that his words be recorded as a testimony for future generations. 
He declared his confidence in God, who would ultimately affirm Job’s claim 
of innocence. Job affirmed the reality of life after death, pointing to God’s 
personal presence being seen and experienced. 

VERSE 23

I wish that my words were written down, that they were recorded 
on a scroll 
Having his words … written down would provide future generations 
a permanent record of Job’s innocence. Again, the poetry in this verse 
contains synonymous parallelism. The words written down are parallel in 
meaning to recorded on a scroll. 

Forms of writing were common throughout Mesopotamia and Egypt by 
the time of Job. In Egypt, a cursive script supplemented the hieroglyphic 
inscriptions used on monuments and other structures. The climate in Egypt 
allowed for preservation of documents written on sheets of dried papyrus. 
In Mesopotamia, where the climate was less tolerant, cuneiform writing was 
preserved by etching the pictograph letters on soft clay tablets that were 
then dried and hardened. 

The Hebrew word here translated scroll (“book,” KJV; ESV) probably 
emphasizes more the fact of documentation than the type of material used. 
Whether Job wanted his story to be preserved on papyrus, parchment, or 
clay was of secondary importance; his primary yearning was for a permanent 
record of the truth about his faith. Job believed that eventually he would be 
vindicated if only the truth could be preserved. He might not live to see that 
vindication, but written testimony could lead to the future vindication of his 
name and reputation.

VERSE 24

or were inscribed in stone forever by an iron stylus and lead! 
This verse is a continuation of the previous verse. Another medium of ancient 
writing was engraving on a wax coated wood tablet. Perhaps recollections of 
this method for recording writing inspired Job to desire a more permanent 
record. More likely, however, the fragile nature of the documents proposed 
in the preceding verse motivated Job to propose a more lasting medium. 
Papyrus and parchment could rot or burn. Clay tablets could be smashed 
into tiny pieces. Consequently, Job proposed etching his affidavit in stone 
forever by an iron stylus and lead. 
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Thankfully, Job’s yearning for a permanent record came true, although 
not in the medium he proposed. His words were not engraved in stone, but 
they came to be inscribed in an even more permanent book: the Scriptures, 
God’s Word. Job’s words (and the Lord’s words about Job) not only were 
recorded but also have been translated into many languages and dialects. 
Countless people have read the Scriptures, learned of Job’s faith, and know 
of his endurance (see Jas. 5:11, for example).

VERSE 25

But I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the end he will stand 
on the dust. 
Suddenly, Job took a new step of faith, reaching a remarkable zenith. The 
embattled sufferer clarified his expectation. The Hebrew word rendered 
Redeemer was a specific technical term with a background in Hebrew family 
relationships. Job’s Redeemer must be a near relative who was willing and 
able to rescue and restore a kinsman in crisis. 

Circumstances shaped the responsibility of the kinsman-redeemer 
in ancient Hebrew society. For example, in the case of a widow without 
children, the kinsman-redeemer was obligated to take the widow as a wife 
and hopefully raise children with her in the deceased kinsman’s name. In 
the case of a slain relative, the kinsman-redeemer was responsible to avenge 
the crime by pursuing and slaying the killer. In all cases, the kinsman-
redeemer acted in the best interest of family members who no longer could 
act for themselves. In the law and historical books of the Old Testament, the 
concept was primarily commercial or legal. In the prophetic books and the 
Book of Psalms, the concept acquired more of a theological meaning. That is, 
the Lord came to be understood as His people’s ultimate Kinsman-Redeemer 
(see Ps. 19:14; Isa. 47:4; Luke 1:68; Gal. 3:13).

Job was certain of the existence of his Redeemer. The words I know are 
emphatic. Whether Job’s understanding of the Redeemer was that of a legal 
advocate or a divine Intercessor is debated. Job’s previous affirmation of a 
heavenly witness (16:19-20) strongly suggests the latter understanding. The 
Lord was Job’s Redeemer. Although Job might not live to see it, he believed 
that his Redeemer at the end would stand on the dust (“upon the earth,” 
KJV; ESV; “on the earth,” NIV).

Today, we who are believers living after the cross and resurrection can say 
with confidence that Job’s Redeemer did indeed come to the earth. The living, 
victorious Redeemer is none other than Jesus Christ our Lord and Savior. In 
the end, Jesus Christ will again stand upon the earth at His second coming. 
He will bring vindication and victory to all who have believed in Him!
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VERSE 26

Even after my skin has been destroyed, yet I will see God 
in my flesh. 
Job expressed an even more remarkable conviction that physical death 
would not prevent him from seeing God. Job’s conception of what happened 
after death was admittedly imperfect. He lacked a full understanding of the 
afterlife. Nevertheless, Job believed that some kind of existence persisted 
after death. The destruction of his skin clearly represented physical death, for 
Job knew this was what happened to the bodies of deceased human beings. 

Yet, Job insisted also that he eventually would stand before God in 
a bodily form. The phrase in my flesh clarifies the conviction that Job would 
be in a bodily form as opposed to a vague ghostly or spiritual existence. Job’s 
insight at this point foreshadows the New Testament teaching of the bodily 
resurrection of the dead (see 1 Cor. 15:35-46). 

VERSE 27

I will see him myself; my eyes will look at him, and not as a 
stranger. My heart longs within me. 
This perspective of a certain future vindication marked a turning point 
in Job’s attitude. He was convinced that ultimately he would see God 
personally. Job’s own eyes would look at him. Furthermore, God would no 
longer appear to be a stranger (“not another,” KJV; ESV; NIV) to Job. The 
narrative in Job 1–2 emphasizes that Job was a righteous man who enjoyed 
an intimate relationship with God. In his present condition, however, Job 
felt that God was extremely distant from him.

The statement my heart longs within me can be literally translated “my 
kidneys consume my bosom.” The kidneys were considered to be the seat 
of human emotion. Thus, the sense of the phrase seems to be that Job was 
emotionally consumed by the desire to be restored to his previous relationship 
with God. This confidence in a living Redeemer prompted Job to warn his 
friends that their refusal to listen to him would condemn them in God’s 
presence. Time would prove that Job’s warning was legitimate (see Job 42:7). 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Meditate on Job 19:25-27. What do these verses say to you about 
redemption? How did (and will) Jesus Christ ultimately fulfill Job’s  
longing for a Redeemer? When have you experienced such a longing?
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WARNING ISSUED (Job 19:28-29)

VERSE 28

If you say, “How will we pursue him, since the root of the problem 
lies with him?”
The emphasis of Job’s speech makes a dramatic shift with this verse. His 
focus turns from majestic confidence that he will see God and be vindicated 
to a grim warning to the friends. Job realized that if God vindicated him, 
then God must be opposed to the three friends’ words and actions. 

The phrase if you say attributes Job’s subsequent words—a rhetorical 
question—to the three friends. The verb translated pursue is the same 
word that is rendered “persecute” in Job 19:22. Indeed, the vocabulary and 
tone of Job 19:28-29 echoes 19:22. Job perceived that his friends were more 
interested in forcing Job to repent of surmised sins than encouraging one 
whom they formerly knew to be “of complete integrity” and “who feared God 
and turned away from evil” (1:1). The friends could not and would not see 
any other possibility than that the root of Job’s problem lay with him.

VERSE 29

then be afraid of the sword, because wrath brings punishment by 
the sword, so that you may know there is a judgment. 
If Job was innocent, then the friends were guilty of falsely accusing a servant 
of the Lord. Consequently, the friends, not Job, were in serious danger of 
God’s judgment. Job warned them to be afraid of the sword.  

In military parlance, the sword could serve as both a defensive and an 
offensive weapon. Not surprisingly, then, the New Testament writers 
sometimes used the sword as a description of spiritual weaponry. In Ephesians 
6:17, Paul identified God’s Word as “the sword of the Spirit,” a key spiritual 
weapon in the believer’s struggle against the evil spiritual forces of the devil. 

Job ended his speech with a sharp warning that unless the friends changed 
course, they would face God’s judgment. Job was eventually proven correct 
in his warning (see Job 42:7-9).

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Divine Retribution” on pages 433–434 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. In what ways 
should believers be motivated by the reality of divine judgment?

39Se ssion 3:   Redemption Found

© 2021 LifeWay Christian Resources



Wisdom Gained
God’s wisdom is found in fearing and obeying Him .

Three high school friends sat together at their class reunion. They swapped 
stories about their lives after graduation. Carl had joined the army and served 
four deployments overseas in combat zones. He regaled his buddies with 
harrowing war stories, and they, in turn, thanked Carl for his military service. 

Robert went to college after high school, graduated with honors, and soon 
became a successful businessman. He told his friends about his many travel 
adventures, both domestic and international. It seemed to them as though 
Robert had visited every major attraction in the world. They were envious 
but nevertheless thrilled that their high school friend was so successful.

The third friend, Ronald, had listened intently to Carl’s and Robert’s 
stories. Other than a few casual comments, however, he said very little about 
himself. Ronald’s reticence to talk about his experiences was surprising to 
his companions, since he had been so popular and outgoing in high school. 
After some lighthearted teasing and earnest quizzing, Ronald began to tell 
his surprising story. He too had gone to college after high school, completed 
graduate school, and signed on with a prestigious international corporation. 
People praised him for the wisdom of his choices in pursuing a stellar career.

Ronald’s expression became more serious as he told his friends about the 
years of challenge he had faced. His experience at the university had included 
a serious questioning and then abandonment of his admittedly superficial 
religious beliefs. When a national crisis evoked a sense of patriotic fervor, 
Ronald resigned his job and joined the army. He gained a real sense of purpose 
for a time, but in the end the brutality of combat added to his confused and 
empty outlook on life. When his term of enlistment ended, he returned to 
civilian life and rekindled a relationship with his college sweetheart. 

The woman was a committed Christian, however, and Ronald soon 
upended their relationship by ridiculing her belief in Christ. One day as he 
sat alone and despondent in his apartment, Ronald saw a Bible on a lamp 
table. He picked it up, opened it to a random passage, and began to read. 
As he read the Scriptures, the Lord began to convict him of his sins, and 
Ronald began to weep. He prayed and asked God for forgiveness and for  
a reason to live. 

Session 4   |   Job 28:12-28
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At this point, Ronald looked at his two high-school friends and said, “Guys, 
receiving forgiveness and believing in Jesus Christ that day was absolutely 
the wisest decision I have ever made in my life. God changed everything for 
me, and my life has never been the same!

In this session, we will examine a passage in Job that talks about where 
to find true wisdom. People search for wisdom in many places, but Scripture 
teaches us that God’s wisdom is found in fearing and obeying Him.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
JOB 22:1–31:40

The theme of the third round of friends’ speeches (Job 22:1–31:40) can be 
summed up as the blatant but unfounded accusation that Job was a heinous 
sinner. The round of speeches proceeded in the same pattern established in 
the first two rounds: Eliphaz spoke first by launching into an unsubstantiated 
tirade against Job. He blatantly accused Job of abusing helpless people such 
as widows and orphans (22:1-30)! Job’s response to Eliphaz ignored the 
friend’s wild charges and instead expressed frustration with God’s apparent 
apathy about the injustice of Job’s plight (23:1–24:25). Nevertheless, Job was 
convinced of God’s absolute righteousness and was equally confident in his 
own innocence of any egregious sins. He displayed a courageous honesty in 
his search for vindication before God.

Bildad spoke next and delivered a brief yet boiling-hot accusation (25:1-6). 
He contended that Job was totally depraved, calling him vile names such as 
“maggot” and “worm” (25:6). Job responded sarcastically to Bildad that the 
friend’s counsel was so brilliant that it could enlighten the unwise (26:1-4). 
Then in 26:5-14, Job presented a magnificent recital of God’s splendor that is 
excelled in the Book of Job only when God speaks in chapters 38–41. Finally, 
using a powerful oath, Job submitted his case to God for God’s resolution 
(27:1-6). Thereafter, Job described the fate of the wicked (27:7-23). The 
brevity of Bildad’s speech plus the absence of a speech by Zophar in this 
third cycle suggests that the three friends had exhausted their arguments. 

Job 28:1-28 is a poem (or hymn) about wisdom. Bible scholars differ 
on whether this chapter is a continuation of Job’s speech or a stand-alone 
commentary on the nature of true wisdom. In either case, we can be confident 
that this chapter and likewise all of the other chapters are ultimately the 
work of the Holy Spirit. The poem functions as an interlude between Job’s 
debate with his three friends and the conclusive episodes in the narrative. 
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From the perspective of these four characters, the book seems to have 
reached a stalemate. However, the reader has information not available to 
Job and his friends. So the poem provides the reader an opportunity to 
contemplate the source and value of true wisdom. It lays the foundation for 
God to speak by showing that the human mind can only find true wisdom 
when God reveals it.

After Zophar’s failure to speak, Job then delivered a second speech in 
the cycle (29:1–31:40). He reflected upon memories of his past blessings by 
God and his present suffering. He once more asserted his innocence. After 
this lengthy speech, however, Job would not speak again except in two brief, 
humble responses to God’s speeches (40:3-5; 42:1-6). 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
VALUED (Job 28:12-19)

After expounding on the ways treasure hunters pursue valuable metals 
below the ground, Job posed a question about where wisdom could be found. 
He concluded that wisdom must be sought beyond worldly sources and thus 
was of much greater value than precious metals. 

VERSE 12

But where can wisdom be found, and where is understanding 
located?
Wisdom may be defined as the appropriate application of knowledge. Thus, 
the Hebrew term denoted everything from the skill of a shipbuilder in 
crafting a sailing vessel to the musings of a philosopher on the true meaning 
of life. Here in Job 28:12, however, wisdom refers to living in a manner that 
pleases God. It is synonymous with understanding, the proper result of 
acquiring knowledge. The two words thus carry the sense of applying God’s 
Word to daily life. Although Job probably lived before the Old Testament 
Scriptures were written down, he clearly recognized that human beings 
could know God, could understand His ways and expectations, and therefore 
could apply such knowledge to their daily decisions and activities. 

Job’s poem about wisdom opens with a catalog of some technological 
achievements from Job’s historical era (28:1-11). These industrial triumphs 
focused on the mining and refinement of valuable metals and precious 
gemstones. People could discover these treasures even though they were 
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hidden deep within the earth. People could then extract the valuables from 
their secret hiding places, cutting tunnels through solid rock, illuminating 
the darkness in the mines, and transporting food to the workers.

Verse 12 contains the first direct mention of wisdom in the chapter. People 
can unearth valuable metals and minerals hidden beneath the planet’s 
surface. They can change the landscape and overcome obstacles no other 
creature can overcome. But human beings still cannot find wisdom using 
their best ingenuity and most amazing technology. 

VERSE 13

No one can know its value, since it cannot be found in the land of 
the living.
The phrase land of the living is a designation for land masses on the earth. 
The existence of human beings was confined to this realm. The technology 
of Job’s era did not yet permit human beings to fly or travel underwater 
for extended periods. While modern humans have now mastered both 
technologies, we have not discovered a geographic location where people 
might acquire wisdom in the same way they find gold or diamonds. Nor 
can wisdom be bought since no material wealth could equal its value. The 
equivalent commodity of wisdom simply did not exist on earth. Therefore, 
no monetary value could even be placed on it. 

VERSE 14

The ocean depths say, “It’s not in me,” while the sea declares, 
“I don’t have it.”
Less than a third of the earth’s surface is land. The rest is water. Ships traversed 
the sea in Job’s time as they do today. Nonetheless, the sea remained an 
endless and mysterious setting. Standing on its beaches, people noticed that 
the sea appeared to vanish over the horizon. From the deck of a ship, the 
ocean depths appeared to be bottomless. So Job pondered if wisdom could 
be found there. The sea declared in a personified voice, “I don’t have it.”

VERSE 15

Gold cannot be exchanged for it, and silver cannot be weighed out 
for its price. 
In Job’s time, most trade was conducted using the barter system. Job 
28:15-19 lists a catalog of earthly treasures that people in every generation 
have deemed to have great value. They were all used in lieu of currency. Gold 
and silver long have been a primary medium of exchange. The weight of the 
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metal rather than monetary denomination governed buying power. In the 
patriarchal world in which Job lived, silver was sometimes considered to be 
more valuable than gold. Later, coins were made from both metals. But the 
coins still could not be used to purchase wisdom. No quantity of gold and 
silver ever could match the true value of wisdom.

VERSE 16

Wisdom cannot be valued in the gold of Ophir, in precious onyx 
or lapis lazuli. 
Gold was and is cherished for its rarity, splendor, and workability. Melting 
does not damage gold, and it is exceptionally malleable in its solid state. 
It occurs within nature in a solid state and the only metallurgical process 
needed before use is refining. The gold of Ophir was deemed highly valuable 
as some of the finest gold available. In fact, this gold became the quality 
standard for purity in the commercial language of the ancient Near East. 
Ironically, the location of ancient Ophir is uncertain. India, Arabia, South 
Africa, and East Africa have all been suggested as possible sites. Whatever 
the locality, the place was noted for its trade, especially in gold.

Onyx and lapis lazuli (“sapphire,” KJV; ESV) are precious stones. Onyx 
is a flat, banded, translucent form of quartz. Lapis lazuli is a blue variety of 
corundum. Corundum is a hard mineral that crystallizes into a range of 
exquisite colors.

VERSE 17

Gold and glass do not compare with it, and articles of fine gold 
cannot be exchanged for it. 
Glass (“crystal,” KJV; NIV) was introduced early in the history of Egypt. It 
reached its zenith there during the eighteenth and nineteenth dynasties. 
Thus, the apex of Egyptian glass making coincided with the Israelites’ 
miraculous deliverance out of Egypt under Moses. Whereas some glass 
vessels from Egypt have survived, glass seems to have been more common 
in jewelry as either beads or inlay. 

In Job’s time, glass was probably opaque. It was used chiefly in making 
ornamental objects such as jewelry or small bottles. Its value was relative 
to gold according to Job 28:17. Fine gold was fabricated into a variety of 
products, from jewelry to dining utensils, from decorative inlays to idols. 
However, neither glass nor gold objects could be exchanged for wisdom. The 
Hebrew verb rendered exchanged suggests that such items that are exchanged 
in the barter system must have equal value. 
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VERSE 18

Coral and quartz are not worth mentioning. The price of wisdom 
is beyond pearls.
In biblical times, coral was harvested primarily from the Mediterranean, 
Red, and Adriatic Seas. Although coral is technically formed as calcium 
deposits of certain marine animals and not a precious stone, the red coral 
harvested from the aforementioned seas was among the items traded in the 
worldwide marketplaces. It was used in jewelry and ornamentation and was 
especially prized in markets that did not have direct access to the sea.

The precise identifications of the other two precious stones mentioned in 
this verse are uncertain. The Hebrew word rendered quartz (“pearls,” KJV; 
“crystal,” ESV; “jasper,” NIV) occurs only here in the entire Old Testament. 
Similarly, the word rendered pearls (“rubies,” KJV; NIV) appears only in 
a half-dozen places. Nevertheless, modern uncertainty about the exact 
meaning of these Hebrew terms does not diminish the point being made 
in the verse. Precious gems of all types might have great value in terms of 
bartering and trading, but they were not worth mentioning in terms of 
their relative value against the price of wisdom. To paraphrase a modern 
proverbial saying about happiness, Job was declaring, “You can’t buy wisdom!”

VERSE 19

Topaz from Cush cannot compare with it, and it cannot be valued 
in pure gold.
Job continued his emphasis on wisdom’s incomparable value. Topaz was one 
of the stones later attached to the Israelite high priest’s breastplate (see Ex. 
28:17). In the New Testament, the apostle John saw in his end-times vision 
that topaz will appear on the foundation of the wall in New Jerusalem (see 
Rev. 21:20). The region of Cush was located to the south of Egypt. The border 
between these two kingdoms fluctuated, and on occasion Cushite kings 
ruled Egypt. Job noted that the region was a rich source of topaz. Indeed, Job 
declared that Cush’s topaz could not be valued in pure gold.  

Job’s contention throughout all of these comparisons was not that it was 
impossible for human beings to obtain true wisdom. Rather, he argued that 
true wisdom cannot be obtained by the same means as obtaining valuable 
gems and metals—that is, by human technological efforts. 

The human value system often pursues the wrong goals for life. The 
wisdom that comes from God is more valuable than all earthly treasures. It 
is not a commodity in the marketplace. It cannot be purchased at any price. 
The wise person values and treasures godly wisdom. Seeking God’s wisdom 
through a growing relationship with Him deserves priority in our daily lives.
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HIDDEN (Job 28:20-22)

Job explained that wisdom is hidden from the living and the dead. Neither 
is able to fully grasp true wisdom. Thus, neither can be the source of wisdom.

VERSE 20

Where then does wisdom come from, and where is understanding 
located? 
As was stated previously, Job 28 is written in a poetic form called parallelism. 
Consequently, in verse 20 the terms wisdom and understanding have a 
parallel meaning and purpose. The second half of the verse essentially 
is a restatement of the first half. Together the two halves of the verse put 
emphasis on a lingering question. If true wisdom cannot be mined from the 
earth like gold and silver and it cannot be bought in the marketplace for any 
price, where then does wisdom come from? 

In the context of the narrative in the Book of Job, three experienced 
human counselors (Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar) had already demonstrated 
the total inadequacy of human insight to provide true wisdom. Thus, for 
readers of the Book of Job, the question concerning wisdom’s location is 
rhetorical. It prompts the reader to acknowledge human inadequacy and to 
anticipate God’s speech yet to come.

VERSE 21

It is hidden from the eyes of every living thing and concealed 
from the birds of the sky.
The source of true wisdom is not perceived with physical sight. It is hidden 
from the eyes of every living thing. Even the potential sight advantage of 
the birds of the sky cannot see the source of true wisdom. Birds, of course, 
have the ability in flight to survey a much larger portion of the surrounding 
landscape. Moreover, many birds possess vastly superior eyesight to that of 
human beings. Yet, true wisdom is concealed from even the sharpest eyesight.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Minerals and Metals” on pages 1104–1107 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Why do you think 
the biblical writer compared godly wisdom to various precious metals? To 
what precious metal would you compare your faith in Jesus? Explain.

46 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e

© 2021 LifeWay Christian Resources



VERSE 22

Abaddon and Death say, “We have heard news of it with our ears.”
The term Abaddon is the transliteration (substituting English letters for 
Hebrew letters) of a Hebrew term of uncertain meaning. Some English Bible 
translations offer the meaning “destruction” (see KJV; NIV) because of its 
common association with Death. In Job 26:6, the term Abaddon is paired 
with the related term “Sheol.” 

The fuller New Testament understanding of the afterlife obviously did 
not exist in Job’s time. God’s people in the Old Testament era believed in 
some form of life after death, but they had not been given the Spirit-revealed 
awareness of heaven and hell. What they did know was that people who died 
returned to the dust of the earth—whether buried or not—as their lifeless 
physical bodies decayed. With the phrase Abaddon and Death, therefore, Job 
was referring to the realm of the dead. He personified the terms so that he 
could emphasize the source of true wisdom was located in neither human 
life nor death. 

FOUND (Job 28:23-27)

Job declared that only God is the source of true wisdom. God’s wisdom is 
seen in His creative work.

VERSE 23

But God understands the way to wisdom, and he knows 
its location.  
God alone has wisdom, and humanity can possess it only by the revelation of 
God. In this verse, wisdom is described as a traveler’s destination. The word 
way translates the Hebrew term for a road or path. This noun is derived from 
a verb that means “to tread or trample.” It graphically depicts a well-worn 
path formed by the constant trampling of feet. Hence, the word was used not 
only for walking paths through fields but also for major caravan routes such 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Wisdom and Wise Men” on pages 1657–1658 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What is the place 
of wisdom in the New Testament believer’s life? What is the relationship 
between wisdom and faith?
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as the “road to the land of the Philistines” (Ex. 13:17) and the “way of the sea” 
(Isa. 9:1). Related to this meaning was its usage to describe a journey along 
such a path, especially a journey of several days’ duration. In Job 28:23 the 
word has a figurative sense. It denotes the journey of life.

In the subsequent verses, readers will discover that God’s understanding 
and knowledge of the road to wisdom was complete because He created the 
road. In light of the New Testament, we know that God indeed has traveled 
this journey in the life of Jesus of Nazareth. Therefore, people are exhorted 
to act and behave in a manner that pleases God.

VERSE 24

For he looks to the ends of the earth and sees everything under 
the heavens. 
This verse introduces the rationale for saying God is the only source of true 
wisdom. The statement he looks to the ends of the earth emphasizes that 
God can see the end from the beginning, and vice versa. No places, persons, 
and events under the heavens are beyond His understanding or control.

VERSES 25-27

When God fixed the weight of the wind and distributed the water 
by measure, when he established a limit for the rain and a path 
for the lightning, he considered wisdom and evaluated it; he 
established it and examined it. 
The phrase the weight of the wind (“the force of the wind,” NIV) likely refers 
to the wind’s velocity or movement. The wind can be felt and heard but not 
seen except in the effect it has on visible objects (see John 3:8). God created 
the wind to be this way, just as He distributed the water by measure and 
established a limit for the rain and a path for the lightning. Such natural 
phenomena are often associated in the Old Testament with theophanies (see 
Ex. 19:18; Judg. 5:4; Ps. 18:6-15). A theophany is a visible manifestation of 
God in some form to an individual or a group of people. 

As the source of the most mysterious and powerful natural forces, God also 
is the singular source of wisdom. Job used four verbs—two parallel pairs—
to emphasize the Lord alone as the source of wisdom. God considered … 
and evaluated it (“saw it and declared it,” ESV) and He established it and 
examined it (“prepared it … searched it out,” KJV; “confirmed it and tested 
it,” NIV). These verses emphasize the idea of careful research and testing as 
an image of the supremacy of God’s design in including wisdom as a key 
component in creation. Thus, true wisdom comes from God alone. 
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OFFERED (Job 28:28)

Job announced that wisdom is found in fearing God and turning to Him 
in repentance.

VERSE 28

He said to mankind, “The fear of the Lord—that is wisdom. And 
to turn from evil is understanding.”
The words He said to mankind indicate the message that follows is 
universally applicable to humanity in all generations. The way to true 
wisdom for human beings is through a right relationship with God—
described in this verse as the fear of the Lord. The fear of the Lord is an 
expression of faith. It is the beginning of both knowledge and wisdom (see 
Prov. 1:7; 9:10). Fear is a deep response of awe, or reverence, to the revelation 
of God’s presence and power (see Isa. 6:5; Ezek. 1:28; Rev. 1:17). Such a 
reverence (when sincere) leads to a transformed life. Thus, Job added that 
to turn from evil is understanding. 

The awesome realization that God is holy and humanity is sinful 
dominates this awareness. Hence the terminology is one of submission to 
the Lord both in attitude and behavior. The fear of God denotes reverence 
that leads to repentance. Repentance begins with surrender to God. True 
wisdom consists of fearing God; it should lead to a Christlike lifestyle.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Creation” on pages 361–362 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does the created 
order reveal God’s wisdom? How do Paul’s words in Romans 1:18-23 add 
to your appreciation and understanding of Job 28?

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Job 28:28. How would you define the fear of the Lord? What is 
a recent experience in which you found the fear of the Lord to be a wise 
guide for decision making or responding to a difficult situation? 
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Justice Sought
God is just in His treatment of all people .

“It’s not fair!” Most parents at some point have heard their young children 
voice this protest of alleged injustice. My wife and I raised four children, with 
twelve years being the difference between the oldest and youngest. Needless 
to say, our firstborn, a daughter, matured ahead of her younger siblings. She 
was the first, for example, to get the OK from us to invite some of her female 
friends for a sleep-over party at our home. This privilege (and responsibility) 
didn’t set well at the time with her younger sister, who immediately 
complained to us, “It’s not fair!” 

Ironically, on occasion my wife and I needed to attend functions without 
the children, so our oldest daughter was assigned the responsibility of 
babysitting her three younger siblings. If the occasion happened to conflict 
with her wish to go to a movie that evening with her friends, then we were 
likely to hear our oldest daughter issue the identical complaint: “It’s not fair!”

While pointing to children’s complaints about life’s unfairness might be 
amusing, many people seem to carry this same tendency into their older 
years. Whenever their circumstances become difficult or their plans for 
success fall flat, some adults quickly turn to the complaint that somehow life 
is not treating them fairly.

Believers are God’s children. Like Job, sometimes we find ourselves in 
inexplicably oppressive situations. We may be tempted to think not only that 
life isn’t fair but to go a step further and conclude that God is not being fair 
to us. In this session’s Bible passage, we will examine the issue that God is 
always just (righteous) in His treatment of all people.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
JOB 32:1–37:24

Previously, Job had been one of the most prominent citizens in the region. 
His prosperity was unparalleled in the community. No one could match 

Session 5   |   Job 36:8-23
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his wealth. By the standards of his culture, he enjoyed a perfect family. His 
wife had given birth to seven sons and three daughters. His peers never 
questioned his piety until his abrupt downfall. In a single day, however, his 
entire fortune evaporated and all ten of his children died unexpectedly. Not 
long thereafter, Job’s health failed. Putrid sores covered his body.

In the days that followed, Job could be found sitting in an ash heap. The 
disasters were too comprehensive to have been coincidental. Surely God had 
punished Job for some concealed wicked behavior—or so popular opinion 
deduced. His three closest friends soon arrived to tell him so and urge him to 
repent. Their sharp attacks and his extraordinary rebuttals attracted people’s 
curiosity. Evidently an audience gathered to watch and listen. 

In the audience was a brash young man named Elihu. The social norms of 
the time dictated that young Elihu remain quiet while the three older men 
spoke. However, when the three friends failed to persuade Job to repent, 
anger overwhelmed Elihu. He launched into a lengthy tirade against Job. 
With loud self-confidence, Elihu shelled out a litany of theological truths, 
some germane to Job’s situation but others extraneous.

Elihu’s lengthy speech in chapters 32–37 echoes the three friends’ efforts 
to persuade Job but offers little support or comfort for the sufferer. Job 
32:1-5 is a brief prose introduction to Elihu’s long, poetic speech. Unlike the 
previous rounds of dialogue with the friends, Job did not respond to Elihu’s 
speech. It might be reasonably argued that Elihu refused to give Job any time 
or opportunity to respond.

In the first section of his speech (32:6–33:33), Elihu defended his right 
to interject himself into the debate. In the second section (34:1-37), Elihu 
accused Job of being a blasphemous infidel. The third section of the speech 
(35:1-16) was an extended attempt to invalidate Job’s hypothesis that 
righteous living was not meant to be a guarantee of worldly prosperity. He 
insisted that Job’s continued suffering was the direct result of Job’s not 
having learned his lesson. In the fourth section of his speech (36:1–37:24), 
Elihu focused on God’s greatness and providence.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
PURPOSEFUL DISCIPLINE (Job 36:8-11)

Elihu explained that God reveals to humans their need to repent. God makes 
it possible for them to listen especially in times of suffering. Elihu reminded 
Job that if he were to repent, then God would once again bless him.
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VERSE 8

If people are bound with chains and trapped by the cords 
of affliction, 
Job 36:8-12 contains a series of three conditional statements introduced by 
the word if followed by an announcement of the provisional condition (see 
36:8,11,12). Elihu drew his conditional examples from the world in which 
he lived. Warfare was commonplace in that world. Defeated populations 
often were deported from their homeland and sold into slavery. Thus, kings 
sometimes dispatched raids into neighboring regions for the sole purpose 
of acquiring forced laborers for their building projects. Captives would be 
bound with chains (“fetters,” KJV) and marched into a life of affliction. 
Such prisoners had little hope of deliverance.

Verse 8 also reminds readers of the Book of Job that God periodically used 
invasions by foreign powers as a means of disciplining His rebellious people. 
He used the Assyrians to destroy Samaria and the Northern Kingdom of 
Israel in 722 BC (see 2 Kings 17:6-7). He used the Babylonians to demolish 
Jerusalem and the Southern Kingdom of Judah and take tens of thousands 
of God’s people into exile in 586 BC (see 2 Kings 25:8-12). God’s purpose in 
these disasters was so that His people might repent and be restored. 

VERSE 9

God tells them what they have done and how arrogantly they 
have transgressed. 
When such divine discipline became necessary for God’s people, God always 
revealed to them—before, during, and after the events—what they had 
done and how arrogantly they had transgressed (“sinned,” NIV). The 
Hebrew term rendered transgressed denotes a deliberate violation of God’s 
revealed will. It is as though a sinner looks up at God, shakes a fist in the air, 
and cries out, “God, I know what You want, but I am going to do what I want!” 

Elihu’s statement had an obvious purpose and a more subtle purpose. The 
obvious purpose was to emphasize God’s just nature. That is, God is never 
capricious. He only punishes actual sinful behavior, and He always reveals 
the reasons behind His disciplinary actions. The more subtle purpose Elihu 
had was to suggest that by now Job must have heard from God regarding the 
sinful behavior that had prompted the man’s sudden downfall.

VERSE 10

He opens their ears to correction and tells them to repent 
from iniquity.
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The idiomatic phrase He opens their ears was a way of stating that God 
enables His people to hear and understand His will. The apostle Paul 
explained the same phenomenon in 1 Corinthians 2:13 in this way: “We 
also speak these things, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those 
taught by the Spirit, explaining spiritual things to spiritual people.” 

The tragic deaths of Job’s children and the loss of his material wealth 
corresponded on an individual level to military conquest and deportation on 
a national scale. Thus, Elihu logically interpreted Job’s bitter circumstances 
as divine revelation regarding Job’s sinfulness. Job needed to listen to what 
God was saying through those circumstances, to understand his suffering 
as the language of divine correction (“discipline,” KJV; “instruction,” ESV), 
and to repent from iniquity (“evil,” NIV). 

As followers of Christ, we can affirm at least this much in Elihu’s statement: 
God’s purpose through His discipline is always to bring about our repentance 
and restoration. The New Testament writer of Hebrews emphasized this 
truth when he wrote, “Endure suffering as discipline: God is dealing with you 
as sons. For what son is there that a father does not discipline? But if you are 
without discipline—which all receive—then you are illegitimate children 
and not sons” (Heb. 12:7-8). 

VERSE 11

If they listen and serve him, they will end their days in prosperity 
and their years in happiness.
This verse contains the second in a series of three conditional statements. 
The pronoun they refers to the people mentioned in verse 8 who are “bound 
with chains and trapped by the cords of affliction.” God wants His people 
who are in such situations because of sinfulness to repent (see v. 10). Elihu 
then declared that if God’s chastised people listen and serve him (“obey 
and serve him,” KJV; NIV), then God will surely restore their fortunes. That 
is, the repentant people of God will end their days in prosperity and their 
years in happiness. The Hebrew verb rendered listen means more than 
simply hearing a sound. It means “to hear and obey.” The verb rendered serve 
refers to honoring the Lord by following His ways. Serving God is not a life 
of bondage but rather a life of purpose and joy. 

It is important to note here that Elihu seemed to be expressing the 
same misguided conclusion about suffering that the three friends argued 
previously—namely, that all suffering is evidence of the suffering person’s 
sinfulness. Some suffering indeed is the consequence of sin, but not all 
suffering is the direct result of a person’s individual sin. Sometimes people 
suffer as a consequence of the sins of others.

53Se ssion 5:   Justice Sought

© 2021 LifeWay Christian Resources



Elihu also expressed a second questionable conclusion. The idea that God 
will guarantee uninterrupted wealth and happiness to His people if they 
remain faithful to Him is as flawed a theological teaching as the modern 
“health-and-wealth gospel.” To be sure, God does bless those who repent of 
their sins and are faithful to Him. However, God’s blessings may or may not 
take the form of material prosperity or good health. In fact, these may be the 
least of God’s blessings for His people. Spiritual blessings endure throughout 
eternity. Jesus warned His followers not to lay up treasures on earth because 
of the temporary nature of these things (see Matt. 6:19-21).

JUDGMENT COMING (Job 36:12-16)

Elihu reminded Job that those who choose to ignore God face His righteous 
judgment and death. He concluded by proposing that God uses suffering as a 
means of inviting repentance. 

VERSE 12

But if they do not listen, they will cross the river of death and die 
without knowledge. 
Elihu warned Job that suffering could be God’s discipline (36:8-11). While 
this was not the case for Job, Elihu’s hypothesis was true. Some suffering—
but not all suffering—is divine discipline. It is God’s invitation for the sinner 
to repent and be reconciled to God.

The verb rendered listen is the same word that occurs in the previous 
verse. Here, however, the verb occurs with the negative do not preceding 
it. People should respond positively to God’s discipline by repenting of their 
sins and obediently serving Him. Sadly, not everyone does so. 

Individuals who stubbornly and consistently refuse to repent put 
themselves in great danger: they will cross the river of death and die 
without knowledge. The words will cross the river of death can also be 
translated “will perish by the sword” (see KJV; ESV; and NIV). The Christian 
Standard Bible translation puts an emphasis on death as a point of no 
return. That is, death cements the choices people have made leading up to it. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Job 36:10. What does it mean to you that God opens a believer’s 
ears to correction? In what sense does repentance remain an important 
ongoing activity in the believer’s life? 
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Furthermore, the phrase die without knowledge indicates that beyond death 
lay no more opportunities for repentance. This is why the apostle Paul in 
2 Corinthians 6:2b warned, “Now is the acceptable time; now is the day of 
salvation.” We may not have another tomorrow to trust in Jesus Christ.

VERSE 13

Those who have a godless heart harbor anger; even when God 
binds them, they do not cry for help. 
Job 36:13-14 further develops the idea of the death of the wicked. Elihu 
lost sight of the moral ingredient in God’s authority. Instead, he painted an 
impressive portrait of an unmerciful judge. In Elihu’s thinking, God achieves 
His way through sheer power. Thus Elihu believed that Job ought to recognize 
this truth and show the sovereign God appropriate praise. 

In ancient Israel, the heart was viewed as the seat of human volition. 
When a person makes a life-changing decision, the individual’s heart rate 
increases. The person feels a sensation in the chest. Thus, the phrase those 
who have a godless heart (“hypocrites in heart,” KJV) depicts people who 
make life decisions with no thought of what God wants or expects. Because 
God’s will is ignored by such people, their decisions are often driven by wild 
passions such as pent-up anger—a prime recipe for foolish choices. 

Elihu went on to say that such people too often fail to interpret the 
consequences of their foolish choices as divine warnings. The phrase when 
God binds them refers to suffering that comes as a consequence of godless 
living. Whereas the suffering ought to motivate a repentant cry for help, in 
the godless heart it usually produces only more bitterness and anger.

VERSE 14

They die in their youth; their life ends among male cult 
prostitutes.
Elihu then argued that those individuals who live godless lives eventually 
experience righteous retribution—sometimes before they expect because 
they die in their youth. Tragic examples of such premature death occurred 
all too often—in Job’s day and today—among those involved in sexually 
promiscuous lifestyles. Male cult prostitutes in the ancient world usually 
were young men and boys who were made available to “worshipers” in pagan 
fertility cults. The underlying (corrupt) doctrine promoted by these pagan 
temples was that human sexual activity performed as ritual stimulated 
the gods to give fertility to the earth. The dangerous lifestyles of male cult 
prostitutes may have contributed to the premature deaths of many young men. 
For Elihu, they were an example of the tragic consequences of godless living.  
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VERSE 15

God rescues the afflicted by their affliction; he instructs them by 
their torment.  
Elihu summed up his argument regarding suffering in this verse. He 
contended that God rescues the afflicted (“the poor,” KJV; “those who 
suffer,” NIV) by their affliction. In other words, the Lord uses suffering to 
turn His people back to Him and teach them (he instructs them) to trust 
in Him for help. 

We need to remember, however, that the Lord’s working through our 
suffering for His good purposes is not the same as saying He causes all 
suffering for some selfish reason. Paul pointed out in his letter to the believers 
in Rome that “we know that all things work together for the good of those 
who love God” (Rom. 8:28). He didn’t mean everything that happens to us is 
innately good. Rather, God is able to work through everything that happens 
to us—good and bad—to bring us to a mature and fruitful life of faith.

VERSE 16

Indeed, he lured you from the jaws of distress to a spacious and 
unconfined place. Your table was spread with choice food. 
Elihu assured Job that God lured (“is wooing,” NIV) him from the jaws of 
distress. That is, through Job’s horrific suffering, God was seeking to lead his 
righteous servant to a spacious and unconfined place. The phrase jaws of 
distress depicts the searing pain caused by the bone-crushing snap of an iron 
trap or the suffocating bite of a wild predator. Yet, Elihu insisted that God 
was using Job’s pain to bring the man into a better situation—providing, of 
course, that Job repented.

In the second half of verse 16, Elihu used a different figure of speech, that 
of dining at a lavish table. The phrase choice food literally means “fatness.” 
Today, health-conscious people generally choose lean meat over fatty meat (if 
they eat meat at all). In biblical times, however, the best meat was considered 
to be the cuts marbled with fat. Elihu’s point was that a repentant Job could 
expect God to restore him to the best life had to offer.

JUSTICE SEEN (Job 36:17-23)

Elihu called for Job to learn from the suffering he was enduring and the 
discipline being administered by God. Elihu pointed to God’s greatness as a 
source of hope and wisdom. These verses record Elihu’s interpretation of the 
events in Job’s life. He was convinced that Job was suffering because of sin. 
He was wrong. Job suffered because of his righteousness, not his sinfulness.
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VERSE 17

Yet now you are obsessed with the judgment due the wicked; 
judgment and justice have seized you.  
The words yet now set up a contrast between Elihu’s abstract theological 
reasoning about suffering and Job’s explanation of his personal experience 
with suffering. From Elihu’s viewpoint, Job was obsessed with (“full of,” 
ESV; “laden with,” NIV) the judgment due the wicked. That is, Job was no 
different in his theological reasoning than Elihu or the three friends. Job was 
fully in agreement with them that God judges sinners for their sins. What 
Job refused—at least in Elihu’s thinking—to see or deal with, however, was 
the divine judgment and justice that had seized (“taken hold of,” NIV) 
him! In other words, Elihu accused Job of being quick to see others’ sins but 
refusing to admit his own sins even in the face overwhelming suffering. For 
Elihu, Job’s suffering could be interpreted in no other way except as evidence 
of wickedness. He was frustrated that Job would not admit this as well. 

VERSE 18

Be careful that no one lures you with riches; do not let a large 
ransom lead you astray. 
The initial word in the Hebrew text of this verse is unusual. It can be translated 
be careful as in the Christian Standard Bible and New International Version. 
However, the Hebrew term can also be connected to the idea of “wrath,” 
as in the King James Version. In either rendering, the warning that Elihu 
delivered to Job was one of giving sober, reasoned thought to his response 
thus far to the suffering he was experiencing.

In Elihu’s judgment, Job was on the verge of making a catastrophic 
response to his situation—of being drawn away from trusting God. The 
temptation dangling in front of Job was similar to being lured with riches. 
The Hebrew word translated lures in verse 18 is the same verb that appears 
also in verse 16. The difference, however, is in the context. In verse 16, the 
verb describes God’s persuasion of the sufferer to learn and repent. In verse 
18, the tempter is unidentified, but the implication is that the person is being 
lured into danger, distress, and ultimate destruction.

VERSE 19

Can your wealth or all your physical exertion keep you 
from distress? 
Neither Job’s lost prosperity nor previous abilities could prevent him from 
experiencing trouble in life. Only God could sustain him in his suffering. 
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In light of Job’s current misery and repetitive protestations, Elihu implied 
that Job no longer grasped this reality. In Elihu’s opinion, if Job would 
acknowledge that his security had shifted from faith in God to a trust in wealth 
and human power, then God could begin Job’s restoration. Otherwise, God’s 
judgment against Job would grow stronger, and Job’s suffering would only 
increase. The essence of Elihu’s remark was that Job could not save himself; 
only God could deliver him. Ironically, Elihu was theologically correct in his 
warning, even if he misinterpreted everything Job was experiencing.

VERSE 20

Do not long for the night when nations will disappear from 
their places. 
The first line of this verse likely recalls Job’s comments in his opening speech 
(Job 3:3-10). After a week of silent suffering, Job had expressed the wish that 
he had never been born. In that wish, he repeatedly employed the analogy of 
darkness to describe his situation. 

The second line of verse 20 literally says “to go up peoples under them.” 
While this rendering may seem unintelligible, a sense of its meaning is that 
history has seen occasions when entire nations collapsed and virtually 
disappeared overnight. For example, Daniel 5 describes the night in which 
the Babylonian Empire fell to the Persians. Daniel 5:30-31 states, “That very 
night Belshazzar the king of the Chaldeans (Babylonians) was killed, and 
Darius the Mede (Persians) received the kingdom at the age of sixty-two.” 

Elihu thus warned Job not to long for the night. Death for the unrepentant 
sinner would bring something even worse than physical suffering.

VERSE 21

Be careful that you do not turn to iniquity, for that is why you 
have been tested by affliction. 
Elihu’s admonition not to long for darkness may have evoked a host of 
wicked intentions in Job’s yearning. Elihu lumped all of this potential sinful 
activity together in the term iniquity. The Hebrew word is from a root that 
means “to twist.” It portrays sin as distorting God’s instruction to justify 
unacceptable behavior. The word also was used to emphasize the guilt of the 
individual committing the sin. In this verse, the phrase be careful means “to 
exercise great attention over.” The verb can be applied to tending a garden, 
guarding a flock of sheep, or caring for a house. It also can refer to guarding 
a person against harm. 

Elihu urged Job to guard himself against becoming guilty of sinful 
conduct. Whereas this is a legitimate danger whenever people seem to suffer 
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without cause, Elihu continued incorrectly to blame Job’s current suffering 
on some undisclosed sin. The essence of his counsel amounted to saying, 
“Job, don’t make matters worse by adding more sins to the ones for which 
God already is punishing you.”

VERSE 22

Look, God shows himself exalted by his power. Who is a teacher 
like him?
Elihu once more stated theological truths about God. God’s power cannot be 
equaled. The Hebrew word translated power refers to the capacity to act. When 
applied to God, this term emphasizes God’s omnipotence. God’s unmatched 
power elevates Him to the pinnacle of honor. Consequently, it also means 
that God is a teacher like no other. God can (and does) use creation, history, 
and personal circumstances to instruct His people concerning His truth.

VERSE 23

Who has appointed his way for him, and who has declared, “You 
have done wrong”?
Elihu urged Job not to accuse God of injustice. The answer to the rhetorical 
question “Who has appointed His way for him?” is “No one!” God is 
without peer. No one else can dictate what course of action God must follow. 
He is sovereign. He appoints His way for Himself. 

 Elihu’s second question struck directly at Job. Job had repeatedly 
complained that God was mistreating him (see Job 10:5-8; 13:26-27; 19:11; 
30:19-21). Perhaps by Elihu raising the question, Job’s realization of his 
audacity in accusing God of wrongdoing might shock Job into repentance.

Throughout human history, God has demonstrated His unrivaled 
power and wisdom. Human intellect and material wealth cannot overcome 
suffering to the degree God does. God’s ultimate deliverance is found in the 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Believers can trust God to be just in 
His dealings with humanity. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Hebrew Language” on pages 723–725 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are four 
benefits of studying Hebrew inscriptions from the pre-exilic age for the 
understanding of the Bible?
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Power Displayed
God’s wisdom and power are unfathomable .

In the summer of 1970, I completed the program of Advanced Individual 
Training as an infantry soldier in the United States Army. At the time, the 
nation’s military forces were fully engaged in the war in Vietnam. Before 
sending my unit into that conflict, our military leaders gave us a show of 
the awesomeness of our nation’s firepower, a demonstration commonly 
referred to as “the mad minute.” During the demonstration, every weapon 
in the Army’s arsenal was fired—with one exception: no nuclear weapon 
was detonated. But for a solid sixty seconds, explosions of gunfire shook 
the earth around us, blinding flashes of fire and light burst into the sky, 
and the choking smell of gunpowder saturated the air. Then a thundering 
voice over the sound system emphasized the overwhelming power of our 
country’s military might. The entire display of power was intended to bolster 
the infantry soldiers’ confidence in the equipment and support they would 
employ in the combat zone.

In February of the following year, my unit participated in a major offensive 
of the war. The magnitude of American military power once more was on 
display. As we flew west toward our target area, an endless column of armored 
vehicles jammed the road below. The sky seemed to be filled with helicopters. 

The next month I witnessed an even more impressive demonstration of 
power. My unit learned late one night that enemy tanks were advancing 
toward our position. The quickest air support available was an Air Force B-52 
strike. These bombers dropped their lethal weapons on pinpointed targets 
from thirty thousand feet. We could neither see nor hear the planes, but 
suddenly a terrifying series of flashes illuminated the darkness like lightning 
strikes. A few seconds later, a long, low rumble of explosions interrupted the 
stillness of the night, and the ground all around us shook violently. When 
quiet finally returned, a report came by radio that those feared enemy tanks 
were no longer a threat to our safety.

As powerful as these displays of military weaponry might have seemed to 
me at the time, their grandeur vanishes when I think about them in relation 
to God’s power. In this session, we will examine a passage in which God spoke 
directly and personally to Job about His unfathomable wisdom and power.

Session 6   |   Job 40:1-14
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
JOB 38:1–41:34

Job’s intense suffering began when God permitted Satan to test Job’s faith 
and devotion. Satan quickly orchestrated calamities in which Job lost all of 
his business (herds and flocks) and workers, all ten of his children, and finally 
his own health. At the conclusion of this string of disasters, Job sat stunned, 
broken, and alone in a heap of ashes, trying to alleviate his incessant physical 
torment by scratching the sores on his body with pottery shards. Yet, even 
when Job’s wife urged him—perhaps in pity—to “curse God and die” (2:9), 
Job did not sin against God.  

A trio of friends—Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar—came to Job’s side to 
console him. Their counsel, presented in a series of three rounds of dialogue 
with Job (chaps. 4–31), focused on convincing Job that his suffering could 
only be a consequence of grievous hidden sins. Job’s healing and restoration 
would come only if and when Job repented of these sins. Throughout the 
dialogue, however, Job maintained his innocence and adamantly urged 
God to come to his aid by speaking up, supporting Job’s righteousness, and 
redeeming him.

When Job’s dialogue with the three friends ended, a young observer named 
Elihu stepped forward to offer an additional speech regarding Job’s suffering 
(chaps. 32–37). Elihu was offended that Job seemed so intent on justifying 
himself rather than recognizing God’s sovereignty. Further, he was angry 
that the three friends were unable to refute Job’s arguments, yet they heaped 
condemnation on the suffering man (32:2-3). Elihu then delivered a lengthy 
speech, emphasizing God’s incomparable goodness, wisdom, authority, and 
power. He contended that God in fact spoke to humans in numerous ways, 
including through the powerful sights and sounds of natural phenomena 
such as thunder, lightning, rain, and wind (37:1-24).

Finally, God did speak to Job (chaps. 38–41); He did so “from the 
whirlwind” (38:1). With a litany of rhetorical questions, God proclaimed 
His sovereign power and Job’s—indeed, every human being’s—limited 
knowledge and ability (38:1–39:30). In response to God’s first revelation, Job 
uttered a brief confession of his inability to answer the Lord (40:3-5). God 
then proceeded with a second speech, using the ancient creatures Behemoth 
(40:15) and Leviathan (41:1) to emphasize divine power and human weakness 
(40:6–41:34). God asked Job to show Him how to govern the universe better. 
This inquiry challenged Job’s unsubstantiated criticism of divine justice. The 
mysteries of nature demonstrated God’s qualifications and sovereignty that 
uniquely qualified Him, and Him alone, to govern the created universe.

61Se ssion 6:   Power Displayed

© 2021 LifeWay Christian Resources



EXPLORE THE TEXT
CORRECT ME? (Job 40:1-5)

God challenged Job to explain his credentials to correct God, leading Job to 
admit that he could add nothing more to what he already had said. 

VERSES 1-2

The Lord answered Job: Will the one who contends with the 
Almighty correct him? Let him who argues with God give 
an answer. 
After the three friends and Elihu failed to persuade Job to repent of hidden 
wickedness, God ended His silence. In a series of rhetorical questions (see 
38:1–39:30), God emphasized His sovereign power and wisdom by appealing 
to the cosmos and asking where Job was when the vast, majestic features of 
the universe were brought into being. 

Then in 40:1-2, the Lord answered Job, challenging him on two fronts. 
First, Did Job think he—a mere human being—had the status and authority 
to confront the Almighty to correct him? This question especially points 
to the assertions Job had made to the three friends that God had not treated 
him fairly (see 9:17; 10:5-7; 19:6-7; 27:2). The Hebrew verb rendered answered 
signifies a direct response to Job’s accusations. The verb translated contends 
can denote either physical or verbal combat (especially in a legal sense). 
The Hebrew term behind the divine name the Almighty (Hebrew, Shaddai) 
emphasizes God’s self-sufficiency and omnipotence. Thus, God may well 
have implied that Job’s assertions of being treated unfairly suggested he 
(Job) was as capable as God to adjudicate Job’s case. 

Despite the obvious vast chasm of difference between the all-powerful 
God and a mere human being, God nonetheless challenged Job—perhaps 
sarcastically—to present a rebuttal. Job previously had expressed doubt that 
he would ever be able to lay out his argument before God (see 9:1-3,14-20; 
23:1-5; 31:35-37). Here, however, God called on Job to give an answer 
regarding his accusations that God had acted in the wrong.

VERSES 3-4

Then Job answered the Lord: I am so insignificant. How can 
I answer you? I place my hand over my mouth. 
The Lord was speaking to Job “from the whirlwind” (38:1). This whirlwind 
was no ordinary weather phenomena. It was a theophany, a manifestation 
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of God’s powerful presence. God’s first speech (38:2–40:2) had shattered 
Job’s accusation that God treated him unjustly. Now Job was called on to 
answer God’s first speech. Job’s response emphasized two realities. First, Job 
admitted the vast difference between God and him: I am so insignificant 
(“I am vile,” KJV; “I am of small account,” ESV; “I am unworthy,” NIV). This 
Hebrew verb conveys the idea of being very small in every way, particularly 
in contrast to another—in this case, God. Now that Job knew he was in 
the close presence of Almighty God and had God’s attention, he humbly 
admitted that he was unworthy to answer God’s speech or to present any 
case for his own righteousness. To place a hand over one’s mouth was a 
gesture of self-censorship. 

VERSE 5

I have spoken once, and I will not reply; twice, but now I can 
add nothing. 
The second part of Job’s response to God was an admission that he could add 
nothing to his previous assertions. In fact, verse 5 is written in a literary 
formula (spoken once … twice) that essentially means “I have already said 
too much!” Job realized not only that he was unqualified to argue in the 
presence of God but also that his adamant arguments to the three friends 
about God’s unfair treatment of him had missed the real point! 

Christian readers of the Book of Job can look back at Job’s desire for a 
Mediator (9:33) and a Redeemer (19:25) and appreciate Job’s humility before 
God in 40:5. Because all human beings have sinned, we are unworthy to 
stand before God and claim to be righteous. Our only hope for salvation is to 
have a qualified Mediator who advocates on our behalf and a Redeemer who 
forgives our sins and gives us new life. That is the message of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ! First Timothy 2:5 states, “For there is one God and one mediator 
between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus.” Ephesians 1:7 declares 
that in Christ “we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our 
trespasses, according to the riches of his grace.” The One whom Job could 
only glimpse in faith, we as believers can embrace in faith as our Redeemer 
and Mediator.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “God” on pages 651–653 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What does God display in all of His 
dealings with His creation? What do you think is the significance of this for 
your relationship with God?
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QUESTION MY JUSTICE? (Job 40:6-9)

VERSE 6

Then the Lord answered Job from the whirlwind: 
Following Job’s brief, chastened response (40:3-5), the Lord began to 
deliver the second part of His speech. The name the Lord reflects the Hebrew 
name sometimes transliterated as Yahweh [YAH weh]. This name has been 
called God’s personal name; it is the name God revealed to Moses and the 
Israelites as His covenant name (see Ex. 3:14-15). It emphasizes both His 
eternal presence and His power to create something out of nothing.

As in Job 38:1, God chose to speak to Job from the whirlwind. The 
Hebrew term for whirlwind is different from the word used in 1:19 to describe 
the powerful wind that caused Job’s oldest son’s house to collapse and kill 
everyone inside. In 38:1 and here in 40:6, the whirlwind was the physical 
means through which God disclosed His presence and uttered His truth. 

VERSE 7

Get ready to answer me like a man; When I question you, 
you will inform me. 
The phrase get ready can also be translated “gird up” (KJV), “dress,” (ESV) 
or “brace,” (NIV). The background of this figure of speech lay in the long 
tunic, or outer robe, regularly worn by men in the ancient Near East. Such a 
garment inhibited running or engaging in strenuous kinds of physical labor. 
To avoid getting entangled and possibly being injured, the man pulled up 
the lower section of his robe and tucked it into the belt in the front. Thus, 
the practice of girding up one’s robe became a figure of speech for preparing 
oneself to run or perform strenuous work. 

The Hebrew word for man in verse 7 is not the general term for a male or 
mankind in general. Rather, it is a term that emphasized a man’s physical 
strength or skill. It could be used to refer to elite warriors or to a man at 
his highest level of competence and capability. In other words, God was 
challenging Job to prepare for a task that would require his best effort. 

The second line of the verse specifies the difficult task now confronting 
Job. God would interrogate Job by asking a series of questions. Job then 
would be expected to inform God of the proper answer. During the discourse 
with the three friends, Job had occasionally entered into a conversation with 
God. During these detours into prayer, Job demanded that God answer his 
questions. However, when God broke His silence and addressed Job, God 
reversed the expectations. Job became the defendant required to answer 
God’s questions. God challenged Job to demonstrate his ability to respond. 
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The challenge was designed to show Job that he was not God and therefore 
could not match God in understanding the complexities of the world, let 
alone comprehending God’s purposes for individuals.

VERSE 8

Would you really challenge my justice? Would you declare me 
guilty to justify yourself? 
Job had previously approached a point in which he accused God of treating 
him unjustly (9:24). Yet he had stopped short of stating that God was unjust. 
Job avowed his own innocence but did not blatantly condemn God. Here in 
40:8, God took the dispute beyond mere right and wrong by incorporating 
responsibility into the issue. Did Job really imagine that he was qualified to 
challenge God’s justice in an effort to vindicate himself? Job lacked the 
authority to adjudicate the case. Would Job dare to declare God guilty in 
order to justify himself? That would disclose spiritual arrogance!

Previously, God had told of His loving care for the animals that He 
created, including lions and ravens (see 38:39-41), mountain goats and deer 
(see 39:1-3), wild donkeys (see 39:5-6), and wild oxen (see 39:9-12). Even 
the popular caricatures of the ostrich revealed God’s provision for relatively 
unintelligent creatures (see 39:13-18). God endowed the horse with strength 
and bravery (see 39:19-25). He enabled birds of prey to soar at great heights 
and yet see their tiny prey on the ground (39:26-30). God endowed each of 
these types of creatures with special characteristics that enabled them to not 
only survive but also flourish. God even provided food for these creatures’ 
helpless offspring.

God’s compassion for such creatures is part of His justice. The Hebrew 
word has a much broader meaning than the English translation. The term 
is a derivative of a verb that essentially means “to exercise the processes 
of government.” The ancient nations did not divide their governments 
into three distinct branches as the United States does. Hence, the idea of 
justice was not restricted to one judicial branch; it was to be reflected in the 
government as a whole. 

Here the term used has a broad range of meanings. It exceeds just an 
application of determining who is right and who is wrong. It calls attention 
to the authority of the one determining who (and what) is right. Ultimately, 
God’s question to Job frames the issue as to whether there had been 
a miscarriage of justice because God failed to apply His sovereignty properly. 
Of course, such a conclusion would be absurd. God by His very nature is 
always completely righteous in governing His creation. No one who is created 
by God is capable of governing His creation better than He is.
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VERSE 9

Do you have an arm like God’s? Can you thunder with a voice 
like his?
In biblical poetry, the arm was used to symbolize an instrument of strength. 
Today, we are often amused by youngsters who flex their biceps to show off 
how strong they are—at least in their own minds. Here God’s arm stands 
for everything He had offered as evidence of His divine government over 
the universe, from His initial creation to His continued participation in 
managing it. 

God then described His voice as thunder. Thunder often symbolized 
both the awesome presence and power of God in Scripture (see Ex. 19:19). 
When parents raise their voices, small children stop and listen. These two 
rhetorical questions from God challenged Job to consider the way in which 
he measured up to what God was like. Was he as powerful as God? Did 
creation respond to Job’s commands as it did to God’s voice? The answer to 
both questions was obvious: No! Therefore, since Job did not even begin to 
measure up to God’s presence and power, he did not have the authority or 
standing to question God’s justice. The message for us today as believers is 
that we must be careful to avoid viewing God as unfair or unjust. 

SAVE YOURSELF? (Job 40:10-14)

God challenged Job that if he were truly more knowledgeable and just than 
God, then he should be able to adorn himself with splendor, put down the 
wicked, and save himself from calamity. 

VERSE 10

Adorn yourself with majesty and splendor, and clothe yourself 
with honor and glory. 
In Job 40:10-13, God challenged Job to do things that only God can do 
effectively. He dared Job to consider whether he could do a better job than 
God of governing the universe. God’s commands in these verses likely 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Job 40:9. What are some experiences that have reminded you 
most of God’s greatness? What experiences have reminded you of His 
justice? Of His wisdom?
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contain an element of biting sarcasm and thus are intended to demonstrate 
the irrational nature of Job’s accusations. In verse 10, the Lord invited Job 
first to put on the royal attire of divinity. If Job thought he could assume the 
management of the universe and thereby judge God’s fairness, Job must wear 
the characteristics and authority of God. He could not hold court dressed as 
an ordinary man. Just as a king wears a crown and holds a scepter, the ruler 
of the universe must be clothed in these divine qualities.

The term rendered majesty (“glory,” NIV) is derived from a verb that 
means “to rise.” As an attribute of God, the term often points to the exaltation 
produced by God’s victories over His enemies. For example, Moses’ sister 
Miriam praised the Lord for His destruction of the elite Egyptian chariot force 
at the Red Sea. This victory revealed the Lord’s exalted status (see Ex. 15:21). 

The Hebrew word translated splendor (“excellency,” KJV; “dignity,” ESV) 
has a similar sense to that of majesty in that it denotes a lofty eminence. 
When applied to God, the term points to His high-ranking position over all 
creatures—including human beings—in the universe.

VERSE 11

Pour out your raging anger; look on every proud person and 
humiliate him. 
God continued to challenge Job to consider whether he could “do the job” as 
God. In much popular thought today, God is viewed as an elderly grandfather 
figure whose sole function is to grant human beings their wishes. Such a 
picture, however, categorically is not the true biblical revelation of the living 
God. God can unleash wrathful fury against sin. Here God commands Job 
to pour out … raging anger (“unleash the fury of your wrath,” NIV). These 
hardly are the instructions of a God who ignores human wickedness. 

Others today might suggest that while these words are from the Old 
Testament, the New Testament reveals an emphasis on God’s love. That much 
is true, of course; yet, the New Testament does not overlook or invalidate 
the reality of God’s wrath against sin. Consider, for example, the incident in 
which Jesus found merchants using the temple courtyards as a marketplace. 
He made a whip and drove out of the temple those involved in the abuse of 
the sacred precincts (see John 2:13-16). God’s righteous anger, however, is 
not an unrestrained outburst of hysterical emotion but rather a consistent 
response to human sin. God will not tolerate the existence of sin forever. 
The gospel is the good news that in Jesus’ death and resurrection, God has 
provided a way to overcome our sin problem.

The second half of Job 40:11 builds on the first half of the verse and 
further illuminates God’s activity in human existence. Selfish pride is 
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indicative of sin (see Lev. 26:18-19). Hence, the phrase every proud person 
refers to anyone willfully clinging to sinful conduct. Proverbs 16:18 states, 
“Pride comes before destruction, and an arrogant spirit before a fall.” The 
destruction, or fall, is the responsibility of God. God challenged Job to find 
those guilty of sinful behavior and react appropriately to that behavior. The 
appropriate response for God was to humiliate the sinner. The idea here 
is not merely to embarrass but to eliminate the offensive conduct. That is 
possible only as the sinner surrenders completely to God and replaces his 
self-determination with submission to God’s mercy and forgiveness.

VERSE 12

Look on every proud person and humble him; trample the wicked 
where they stand.  
The first half of verse 12 is similar to the second half of the previous verse. 
In both verses, the verb rendered look on carries the sense of searching 
the world’s entire population, scrutinizing each individual within that 
population, and spotting every proud person. Again, the term rendered 
proud denotes a person practicing sin. Indeed, the proud are individuals who 
have elevated self to occupy the throne in their lives. They must be brought 
down and humbled so that God might occupy His rightful place in their 
lives. Hence, God challenged Job to humble them. The apostle Paul wrote 
that eventually every creature will one day bow before Jesus the King of 
kings and acknowledge Him as Lord (see Phil. 2:10-11). Believers will do so 
willingly and in faith for their salvation; unbelievers will recognize Jesus’ 
lordship and their unbelief as God’s righteous judgment consigns them to 
everlasting separation in hell (see Matt. 25:31-46). 

God pressed Job harder. He challenged Job to trample the wicked where 
they stand. During the Israelites’ exodus from Egypt, a Levite named Korah 
incited a rebellion against the leadership of Moses and Aaron. Korah and more 
than two hundred other leaders were identified as wicked men. Rejecting the 
leadership of Moses and Aaron was tantamount to rejecting God’s leadership. 
On that occasion, the earth opened up and consumed those rebellious leaders 
where they stood. Following this event, a plague struck down nearly fifteen 
thousand of the wicked rebels’ followers (see Num. 16:1-50). Later readers of 
Scripture would recall this example of divine judgment. Nonetheless, it serves 
to illustrate God’s power in judgment against the wicked. Job was neither 
authorized nor capable of taking such punitive action.

VERSE 13

Hide them together in the dust; imprison them in the grave. 
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God’s final two challenges to Job are presented in two lines of poetry that 
reflect synonymous parallelism. In synonymous parallelism, the second line 
repeats the meaning of the first line by using synonyms. Hence, hide them 
together in the dust and imprison them in the grave reflect the same 
meaning. The two lines complete the “job description” for being God. God’s 
description of His deity was not comprehensive. It focused on the issues Job 
raised in his rebuttal to the three friends’ accusations. The debate had spurred 
Job to new peaks of faith. Sadly, though, Job at times also plummeted to the 
depths of depression. Therefore, God challenged Job all the more about what 
was involved in governing the universe.

The phrases in the dust and in the grave both point to death and the afterlife, 
including what the New Testament reveals as God’s final judgment (see 
Rev. 20:11-15). Job possessed at most only a partial understanding of the 
afterlife. Further revelation would come much later in the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Nonetheless, Job understood the separation 
that death produced. The Hebrew verb rendered hide means “to conceal an 
object so that it cannot be found.” Together with the verb imprison, the two 
lines speak of the permanence of God’s judgment. Thus, God challenged Job 
to execute irreversible judgment against all of the wicked people on earth. 
Could Job comply? No, he could not.

VERSE 14

Then I will confess to you that your own right hand can 
deliver you. 
If Job could carry out every detail of God’s challenges, then God was prepared 
to declare that Job’s own right hand could deliver him. In biblical thought, 
the hand represented the means by which people implemented actions 
conceived in the mind. The right hand symbolized power and authority. 

The truth for Job and for us is that we are not able to deliver ourselves 
from the curse and ravages of sin. We cannot save ourselves. As Paul wrote, 
“For you are saved by grace through faith, and this is not from yourselves; 
it is God’s gift—not from works, so that no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Humanity” on pages 775–777 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are some 
similarities between God and humans? What are the major differences? 
How do these similarities and differences apply to God’s challenges to Job?
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Dependence Declared
God honors those who humbly profess dependence on Him .

The believer’s faith is tested most during times of great uncertainty. Do we 
profess our dependence on God during troubling times? Alternatively, does 
extreme anxiety divulge doubt about God’s care? This session focuses on Job’s 
profession of dependence on God. Job recognized that God was (and is) vastly 
superior to His creation, including human beings. People cannot comprehend 
the totality of God’s activity. Therefore, they are wise to trust God at all times, 
especially when they do not understand all of what He is doing. 

At the time I am writing this session, the nation is in the early months of 
a lockdown precipitated by a worldwide pandemic. Businesses are shuttered. 
Schools are shut down. Churches cannot gather in person for worship and 
Bible study. Hospitals are facing severe shortages of medical personnel, 
personal protective equipment, and even bed space and ventilators for 
critically ill people. Many people are dying. In short, we are facing a calamity 
of (as yet) unknown proportions. I am, like most other citizens, expected to 
stay at home except for emergency reasons.

 It occurred to me that while I am writing this study in March of 2020, 
readers of this material will not see it until the summer of 2021. Certain 
questions arise in my mind as I ponder that reality. Will the pandemic still be 
raging out of control in a year’s time, or will it be basically a thing of the past? 
Will safe and effective vaccines be discovered and utilized? Will businesses 
reopen and the national economy rebound? Will schools return? Will life get 
back to normal? I cannot answer these questions today as I write. All I can do 
as a believer is trust that God has not been taken by surprise regarding our 
world’s situation and is vastly more powerful than a worldwide pandemic or 
any other threat to our future and well-being. 

In a real sense, we are living today with similar uncertainties about the 
future that Job faced. Having experienced personal losses and suffering that 
staggered his faith, Job had to live with a host of unanswered questions. 
Insensitive and untruthful counsel from his friends only added to his pain. 
But through direct personal communication with God, Job finally realized 
that the greatest wisdom available to humanity is not what the future holds 
but rather who holds the future in His all-powerful hands. 

Session 7   |   Job 42:1-11
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
JOB 42:1-17

When God was finished speaking (Job 38:1–41:34), Job acknowledged the 
Lord’s sovereign authority and unrivaled power. Then he meekly admitted 
that he had grumbled about matters that he did not fully understand (42:1-6). 

In the presence of God’s revelation of His majesty, Job could not contend 
with God. Humble submission was the only appropriate response to God’s 
questions and declarations. More importantly, Job acknowledged that he 
had gained new insight into God’s nature. Job’s heartbreaking catastrophes 
had strengthened his relationship with God. He had acquired a new 
comprehension of God. Therefore, Job repudiated all the accusations he had 
made in his discourses, an implication of unqualified faith in God. 

The Book of Job concludes as it began—with a narrative section written 
in prose rather than in poetry. The brief concluding narrative is organized 
in two distinct parts. In the first part (42:7-9), God spoke directly to Eliphaz 
as the leader of the coalition of Job’s friends. God charged the three friends 
with presenting false assertions about Him  in their arguments. Further, the 
Lord indicated that Job’s allegations never misrepresented God.

 In the second part of the concluding narrative (42:10-17), God replaced 
Job’s wealth and status. He restored Job’s health and doubled all of the 
possessions Job had before the disasters that Satan spawned. Job also 
fathered seven more sons and three more daughters. Job lived out the ideal 
life for people in Old Testament times—a long and prosperous one.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
ADMIT (Job 42:1-6)

In a brief reply to God, Job expressed dependence on Him for wisdom and 
understanding. He recognized that God alone is sovereign. Job confessed his 
inability to understand and committed to trust God for wisdom. 

VERSES 1-2

Then Job replied to the Lord: I know that you can do anything 
and no plan of yours can be thwarted.
Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar had vehemently attacked Job’s unwillingness to 
repent, yet they had failed to refute Job’s arguments despite presenting three 
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rounds of speeches (4:1–31:40). They did not even finish their third round of 
arguments—Zophar made no speech in the third round. Thereafter, a brash 
young man named Elihu had contended with Job in a lengthy series of 
uninterrupted speeches (32:1–37:24). All four men assumed Job’s plight was 
caused by some concealed wickedness in his life. Yet, Job never budged from 
his claim of innocence. Finally, God broke His silence, delivering an extended 
speech to Job about His sovereign majesty and wisdom (38:1–41:34). Now 
that God had concluded His message, it was incumbent on Job to respond to 
God’s revelation.

Thus, Job replied to (“answered,” KJV; ESV) the Lord. The appearance 
of the name the Lord in this verse indicates that Job knew he was in 
conversation with the one true and living God—the God who entered into 
covenant with Abram (Abraham) and later with the people of Israel (see Gen. 
12:1-3; Ex. 19:3-6). In other words, Job enjoyed the intimacy of a covenant 
relationship. 

Job began his response by acknowledging God’s sovereign power: I know 
that you can do anything. Job had previously asserted that he knew 
certain things to be true (see Job 9:2,28; 13:18; 19:25; 21:27; 30:23). Here, 
his assertion of knowledge was in response to God’s revelation out of the 
whirlwind. 

Other people in Scripture learned firsthand of God’s capacity to do 
anything in advancing His purposes. Abraham and Sarah likely lived around 
the same time that Job lived. When Sarah laughed at the divine promise that 
she would give birth to a son in her old age, God asked Abraham a rhetorical 
question: “Is anything impossible for the Lord?” (Gen. 18:14). Less than a 
year later, Sarah gave birth to Isaac, demonstrating that indeed God could do 
whatever He promised to do. 

About two thousand years after Abraham and Sarah’s miracle, the 
angel Gabriel promised Mary, a young virgin maiden in Nazareth, that the 
Lord had chosen her to give birth to the Messiah. When Mary inquired 
about how she, as a virgin, could possibly become pregnant and give birth, 
Gabriel declared, “Nothing will be impossible with God” (Luke 1:37). What 
Abraham, Sarah, Mary, and many other biblical people learned through 
miraculous experiences, Job realized in the throes of bitter suffering and 
in the thundering, yet assuring voice of the Almighty: God can do anything.

Second, Job acknowledged that no plan of the Lord’s could be thwarted 
(“no thought can be withholden from thee,” KJV). God’s plan for His creation 
dominates every situation—indeed, all of human history. In the garden of 
Eden, God began unfolding His plan to overcome human sin (see Gen. 3:15). 
Salvation from sin would come through the unique and promised Deliverer 
who would be both fully God and fully human—the Lord Jesus Christ. 

72 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e

© 2021 LifeWay Christian Resources



Although Satan made numerous attempts throughout human history to 
thwart God’s redemptive plan, God sovereignly and powerfully brought it to 
pass (and will complete it) in Jesus Christ (see Rev. 12). 

VERSE 3

You asked, “Who is this who conceals my counsel with 
ignorance?” Surely I spoke about things I did not understand, 
things too wondrous for me to know. 
In this verse, Job recalled and then responded to God’s initial question. With 
a slight difference in wording (see Job 38:2), God had asked, “Who is this 
who conceals my counsel with ignorance?” In 38:2, God used a Hebrew 
verb that means “to obscure or darken.” Here, Job employed a different 
Hebrew verb that nonetheless had a similar meaning, “to conceal or hide.” 
The phrase rendered with ignorance literally reads “without knowledge” (see 
KJV; ESV; NIV). In essence, God had asked in 38:2 (and Job was recalling the 
question in 42:3), “What human being would dare to ignorantly distort the 
nature and plans of Almighty God?” 

That question now echoed in Job’s mind as he thought about the many 
things he and the three friends had spouted to one another in their dialogue. 
Further, Job realized and admitted that he had spoken adamantly about 
things he did not understand. Indeed, they were things too wondrous 
for him to know. 

Job’s analysis of his behavior was correct. Moreover, his behavior was 
typical of human beings. People can become so fixated on themselves and 
their personal situations that they neglect to realize they don’t have all the 
facts. Job never became fully knowledgeable of the reasons God allowed him 
to suffer so much. Readers of the Book of Job are made aware of Satan’s role 
in the suffering of God’s people, yet the text never fully explains the reason 
God acted as He did. What can be concluded, however, is that God’s ultimate 
purposes for His creation are right and good. We can trust Him. And we can 
live by faith that He is in control.

VERSE 4

You said, “Listen now, and I will speak. When I question you, you 
will inform me.” 
The words you said indicate that Job was ready to respond to another 
statement from God’s speech. The statement When I question you, you will 
inform me appears twice in God’s speech to Job, in 38:3 and 40:7. In both of 
those instances, however, the statement was preceded by a divine injunction 
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for Job to “get ready to answer me like a man.” In Job’s recollection of God’s 
speech, he understood God to be saying, “Listen now, and I will speak.” 
That is, Job now realized he could not (and should not) attempt any longer to 
contend with God in a “man-to-man” fashion. The Lord is God; Job was not!

VERSE 5

I had heard reports about you, but now my eyes have seen you.
In his rebuttal of Bildad’s final speech, Job observed that God’s greatness 
is beyond people’s capacity to understand fully (see 26:14). In 42:5, Job 
admitted that his perception of God had been transformed through what he 
had endured and what God had spoken from the whirlwind. It represented 
the difference between merely hearing reports about God and having a 
personal encounter with Him. 

The phrase rendered now my eyes have seen you is probably to be 
understood in a figurative sense. That is, Job had been given true spiritual 
insight about God through the personal experiences of pain and loss. God’s 
speech from the whirlwind had clarified Job’s new insight in an overwhelming 
way. Job now could trust God and submit to His wisdom with even greater 
devotion. God’s power, goodness, and justice do not change or falter even 
though our circumstances may turn from prosperity to poverty or from the 
best of health to the brink of physical death. 

Job had experienced a fresh encounter with God. His statement parallels 
the prophet Jeremiah’s promise that people would come to know the Lord 
personally through His forgiveness of their sins (see Jer. 31:34). Jeremiah’s 
prophecy was ultimately fulfilled in the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ (see Heb. 10:15-23).

VERSE 6

Therefore, I reject my words and am sorry for them; I am dust 
and ashes. 
The word therefore connects Job’s personal experience of God’s presence 
and new spiritual insight in the previous verse with an expression of humble 
repentance. First, Job admitted the fact of his sins. His accusations against 
God had been baseless and wrong; thus, he confessed, “I reject my words” 
(“I abhor myself,” KJV; “I despise myself,” ESV; NIV). The root meaning of 
the Hebrew verb rendered reject is “to regard lightly.” Job no longer gave any 
credence to his former accusations. 

Second, Job expressed sorrow over his sins. He was sorry for them. Job 
felt a deep emotional grief that he had questioned God’s justice and concern. 
He had unknowingly fallen prey to the schemes of Satan, who was determined 
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to show that Job’s devotion to God was only skin-deep (see 1:9-11; 2:4-5). 
Third, Job acknowledged his utter helplessness by saying, I am dust and 
ashes. The terms dust and ashes signify the tiny, insignificant particles that 
remain after soil is sifted and wood is burned. The terms became graphic 
symbols of human grief. Job grieved because he had questioned God. 

REPENT (Job 42:7-9)

God addressed Job’s friends, bringing charges against them. He directed 
them to offer a sacrifice and indicated that Job would pray on their behalf. 
God accepted Job’s prayer and reconciled the men to Himself and to Job. 

VERSE 7

After the Lord had finished speaking to Job, he said to Eliphaz 
the Temanite, “I am angry with you and your two friends, for you 
have not spoken the truth about me, as my servant Job has. 
The phrase after the Lord had finished speaking to Job indicates that 
with Job’s repentance in Job 42:6, God forgave Job and restored him to 
a right relationship. However, there remained the issue of Job’s three friends 
who had not helped Job and in fact had become his heartless false accusers. 
Therefore, God now confronted the friends, not individually but through 
their first spokesman in each round, Eliphaz the Temanite. Perhaps Eliphaz 
was the oldest of the trio or the chief spokesman. 

God immediately stated His displeasure with the men: I am angry with 
you and your two friends (“my wrath is kindled against thee,” KJV). This 
must have been a chilling (and probably unexpected) message to hear. The 
writer of Hebrews later declared that “it is a terrifying thing to fall into the 
hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:31). God declared that the three friends 
had not spoken the truth about Him! During their speeches, the three men 
dogmatically asserted they knew what God was like and what He expected 
of people. Their error, however, was in wrongly assuming that Job fell into 
the category of the wicked. That error led them to insist that Job’s suffering 
was God’s hand of punishment against a vile, unrepentant sinner. In doing 
so, they misrepresented both God and Job. They attributed to God an action 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Job 42:5. What are some ways that your perception of God’s 
activity in the world and in your life has matured in recent years? 
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He did not take. In fact, they credited God with doing something that Satan 
actually did!

Four times in Job 42:7-9, God referred to Job as His servant. In doing so, 
God established the basis for Job’s role in the subsequent actions. Job would 
now become an intercessor for his three friends.

VERSE 8

Now take seven bulls and seven rams, go to my servant Job, and 
offer a burnt offering for yourselves. Then my servant Job will 
pray for you. I will surely accept his prayer and not deal with you 
as your folly deserves. For you have not spoken the truth about 
me, as my servant Job has.” 
In the Old Testament sacrificial system, a burnt offering represented giving 
one’s best completely to God (see Lev. 1:10-13). As Job’s friends and peers, 
Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar likely enjoyed a comparable economic and 
social status as Job. God’s instruction for the friends to offer seven bulls 
and seven rams called for a costly sacrifice on their behalf. The number 
seven symbolized completeness and perfection. Hence, the demand of seven 
of each animal for a burnt offering may point to God’s mandate for total 
commitment to Him alone.

God then declared that His servant Job would pray for the three friends. 
Further, God promised that He would surely accept Job’s intercessory 
prayer. He would not deal with the friends as their foolish actions deserved 
but would show them mercy. From this exchange, a wonderful portrait of 
God emerges, one that shows the Lord to be attentive and responsive to the 
intercessory prayers of His faithful people (see Jas. 5:16). It also shows the 
Lord to be truly patient with sinners, desiring them to repent, not perish (see 
2 Pet. 3:9). God’s message to the three friends concerning Job’s prayer life 
should motivate believers today to increase and not forsake their prayerful 
intercession for unsaved friends and loved ones.

God repeated His charge that the three friends had not spoken the truth 
about the Lord, as Job had. The repetition serves to emphasize the severity 
of the charge. The three friends had not committed a minor infraction. They 
were guilty of blasphemy. God referred to their behavior as folly. The Hebrew 
term denotes the most serious form of foolishness. It refers to behavior that 
ignores moral and spiritual norms. Furthermore, those who commit such 
folly show that they have a closed mind when it comes to listening to God. 

The friends had promised Job that God would forgive him if he confessed. 
Now, they needed to see themselves as the ones who needed to repent and 
receive God’s forgiveness. On the other hand, herein was good news for 
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the three friends. Mercy was (and is) an attribute of God. Eliphaz, Bildad, 
and Zophar had foolishly peddled a false message about God, yet God was 
prepared to forgive them if they repented and offered the sacrifice of faith. 

VERSE 9

Then Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the 
Naamathite went and did as the Lord had told them, and the 
Lord accepted Job’s prayer.
In some ways, Job’s three friends were different from one another. Eliphaz 
was something of a mystic, claiming to receive special revelation in dreams 
and visions and initially showing some empathy for Job. Bildad was a 
traditionalist. He professed to have accumulated wisdom from the teachings 
of previous generations and concluded Job needed to reclaim the wisdom 
of the past. Zophar was a dogmatist, or legalist. He was adamant in his 
doctrine but deficient in empathy.

Yet, despite their different personalities and approaches, the three friends 
had reached the same conclusion: Job was guilty of some heinous sin (or sins) 
for which God was punishing him. Moreover, all three friends were followers 
of the one true God. Some of what they said about God was true. Their error 
came in misapplying God’s truth to Job’s situation. They were therefore 
guilty of conveying false teachings about God in regard to Job. Now, the 
friends had a direct invitation from God to repent and receive forgiveness. 
They complied! They went and did as the Lord had told them.

Job obviously was moved by the three friends’ burnt offering of repentance. 
He prayed for them, and the Lord accepted Job’s prayer. Literally, the final 
clause of Job 42:9 reads “the Lord lifted up the face of Job.” The language 
describes what happened when a citizen entered the presence of a king with 
head bowed in humble reverence. If the king granted the citizen’s presence 
and plea for royal help, he called for the supplicant to lift his or her face. The 
sovereign King, the Lord, had welcomed Job into heaven’s throne room of 
prayer and had granted Job’s petition of mercy for his three friends. What a 
powerful description of intercessory prayer! 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Intercession” on pages 810–811 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. In what ways can human 
beings intercede for one another? According to Romans 8:26-27, how does 
the Holy Spirit intercede for believers?
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RESTORED (Job 42:10-11)

God restored Job’s possessions, giving him twice as much as he had before 
the ordeal. Job once again hosted his extended family and friends who 
encouraged Job and presented him with money and golden rings.

VERSE 10

After Job had prayed for his friends, the Lord restored his 
fortunes and doubled his previous possessions. 
Job’s willingness to pray for those who vehemently accused him of being 
sinful provides additional evidence that God’s assessment of Job was 
accurate. In fact, Job’s intercession for his friends foreshadowed the 
teachings of Jesus to pray even for one’s persecutors (see Matt. 5:44). Sinful 
human nature would rather see one’s enemies suffer. But Jesus commanded 
His followers to act differently. 

Job definitely had perceived that his three counselors chose to act toward 
him as enemies rather than true friends (see Job 6:14-15; 16:1-5; 19:1-3). 
Nevertheless, Job still thought of them as his friends. Some Bible interpreters 
have suggested the label was a literary device for incorporating the three 
men into a single identity. The Hebrew word rendered friends can indeed have 
a range of meanings from an occasional associate to a close friend. However, 
Job’s willingness to pray that God would forgive the trio suggests he still 
considered them to be his close friends.

Next, God restored Job’s fortunes (“turned the captivity of Job,” KJV). 
This Hebrew phrase was often used to describe the setting free of a captive. 
In Job’s case, he had been imprisoned by devastation and losses that were 
as restrictive as iron shackles. Job could do nothing to free himself from his 
bondage; but God could. And God did! The name the Lord in Job 42:10 is 
in an emphatic position, underscoring that the one true God—who is both 
Creator and Redeemer—took the initiative to rescue and restore Job. 

This change in Job’s fortunes was an act of God. It was an expression 
of divine grace. Repentance leads to spiritual restoration but does not 
necessarily guarantee material prosperity. God does not promise to always 
restore all material losses. In Job’s case, however, God not only restored but 
also doubled Job’s previous possessions. The precise numbers of animals 
Job acquired are listed in Job 42:12. 

VERSE 11

All his brothers, sisters, and former acquaintances came to him 
and dined with him in his house. They sympathized with him and 
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comforted him concerning all the adversity the Lord had brought 
on him. Each one gave him a piece of silver and a gold earring. 
During the second cycle of dialogue with the friends, Job complained that 
his brothers, sisters, and former acquaintances had abandoned him (see 
19:13-15). Now they eagerly came to him and dined with him in his house. 
Their visits fulfilled an important function. Job still grieved over his losses. 
Restoration of his fortunes did not nullify the pain caused by the death of 
ten children. Thus, his visitors sympathized with him and comforted him 
concerning all the adversity (“evil,” KJV; ESV; “trouble,” NIV) the Lord 
had brought on Job. 

The Hebrew term rendered adversity denotes the opposite of prosperity or 
well-being. Hence, here the term refers to the complete sequence of events 
that occurred in the first two chapters of the Book of Job. Satan’s role in Job’s 
troubles is not mentioned in the concluding narrative. The Lord allowed Job’s 
life to be turned upside down, and He would be the One to return Job’s life 
to blessedness. 

Theologically, attributing life’s adverse events to God is significant. It 
reminds believers of God’s sovereignty over all things. Moreover, it should 
comfort believers to know that even in the worst circumstances, God has 
everything under control and the outcome is in His hands. Believers can be 
assured that what God has in store for His redeemed people will far outweigh 
any losses experienced in this life.

Job’s visitors each gave him a piece of silver (“money,” KJV; ESV) and 
a gold earring. Coins did not exist in Job’s time. Nonetheless, silver was an 
important medium for trade in the Old Testament era. In the ancient Near 
East, silver was sometimes considered more valuable than gold. The Hebrew 
word used here is one of the oldest units for measuring silver’s value. Gold 
was relatively abundant in Job’s time. When smelted, the metal was very 
malleable and thus easily cast into various shapes. Therefore, gold was an 
ideal metal for making jewelry. By giving Job these two expensive gifts, his 
visitors expressed their honor and love for Job.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Number Systems and Number Symbolism” on 
pages 1168–1169 in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and 
Expanded. What are some symbolic meanings for multiples of seven? 
What is your response to the fact that the Lord doubled Job’s possessions 
from what they were before his troubles? 
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What’s the Use?
The wise person seeks to find meaning in life from God .

I am certain that most people have had to search for something they wanted 
or needed. One afternoon my wife called out to me to say that she couldn’t find 
her glasses. She asked if I could please help her look for them. I immediately 
agreed and started searching. She was looking in the master bedroom, so 
I began my search in the living room. I searched without success in every 
conceivable spot where she might have laid down her glasses. Eventually, we 
met in the kitchen. I took one look at her and burst into laughter. Her glasses 
were resting on top of her head! 

One morning a few months after that incident, my wife and I were 
scrambling to leave the house for an important appointment. It seemed that 
everything was conspiring to make us late. My wife started out the door to 
the car but paused long enough to shout instructions to me not to forget 
my glasses. I immediately slapped my shirt pocket, but the glasses were not 
there. Frantically, I searched all the places where I commonly put my glasses 
when I am not wearing them. Finally, I called for my wife to come and help 
in the search. And I am sure that you, the reader, may have already guessed 
where we found my glasses. That’s right; I had them on all the time! 

On a more serious note, sometimes people go their entire lives in search 
of—but never finding—the true meaning and purpose of life. Some people 
allow diversions to distract them from their search. Some people don’t find 
their goal because they disparage its real value. The truly wise person will 
find his or her purpose in a right relationship with God.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
ECCLESIASTES 1:1–2:26

Like the Books of Job and Proverbs, the biblical Book of Ecclesiastes is 
an example of Israelite wisdom literature. Whereas the Book of Proverbs 
focuses on dealing with the practical issues of life, Job and Ecclesiastes deal 

Session 8   |   Ecclesiastes 1:12-15; 2:18-26
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with broad philosophical issues such as the purpose of life. The Book of 
Ecclesiastes investigates how to find meaning in life when, on the surface, 
life itself can sometimes feel meaningless. 

The writer of Ecclesiastes is not directly named in the text. However, three 
descriptors in the book’s opening verse offer solid clues as to who authored 
the work. First, the writer identified himself as “the Teacher” or, as some 
English Bible translations render the term, “the Preacher” (see KJV; ESV). The 
Hebrew word (using English letters) is Koheleth [koh HEL eth], which stems 
from a root word that means “assembly, convocation, or congregation.” Thus, 
koheleth refers to one who leads and instructs a large gathering of people. 

Second, the writer described himself as “son of David.” In Israelite 
language and culture, the phrase “son of” could refer either to one of King 
David’s actual sons or to a male born much later in David’s lineage. (See, for 
example, Matt. 1:1, in which Jesus Christ is identified as “the Son of David.”) 

Third, the writer of Ecclesiastes described himself as “king in Jerusalem.” 
This descriptor is further clarified in 1:12, where the writer added that he has 
“been king over Israel in Jerusalem.” The only son of King David who ruled 
over the united kingdom of Israel was Solomon. Immediately after Solomon’s 
death, the kingdom split into two nations, the Northern Kingdom of Israel 
and the Southern Kingdom of Judah (see 1 Kings 12:20). These three self-
revealed clues of authorship are further supported by biblical evidence that 
King Solomon was known worldwide as a man of great wisdom as well as 
a writer and teacher of wisdom materials (see 1 Kings 4:29-34). 

After identifying himself, Solomon identified in Ecclesiastes 1:3 the 
question that lay at the heart of the entire Book of Ecclesiastes: “What does a 
person gain for all his efforts that he labors at under the sun?” In other words, 
does a person’s earthly life have any true and lasting meaning? Solomon would 
have been familiar with two competing worldviews that offered responses to 
this question. One view was a purely naturalistic idea that human life had 
no real purpose. This view is echoed again and again in Ecclesiastes in the 
words “Everything is futile” (1:2; see also 1:14; 2:1,11,17,19; 4:4,16; 6:9; 8:10; 
11:8; 12:8). 

The second view might be called a biblical, or God-centered, worldview. 
Solomon knew the Lord, the one true God and Israel’s covenant God (see 
1 Kings 3:4-14). In this regard, Solomon’s faith would have affirmed that God 
created human beings in His image, blessed them with vast provisions for 
food and shelter, gave them meaningful work to do, and enabled them to 
multiply and fill the earth with families and descendants. Solomon’s personal 
investigations of life’s aspects “under the sun”—human knowledge, constant 
pleasure, hard work, and vast wealth—confronted the question head-on as 
to what is the true and lasting purpose of human life.
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In Ecclesiastes 1:12-18, Solomon observed that purely intellectual 
pursuits cannot answer the question of life’s ultimate meaning. Since human 
knowledge is incomplete, wisdom brings potentially more distress.

In Ecclesiastes 2, Solomon explored a number of activities through which 
people seek fulfillment, concluding that each was futile. Wisdom provides 
certain merit but is temporary at best (2:12-17). Working only to acquire 
wealth wastes one’s life, because in the end it goes to someone else (2:18-26).

EXPLORE THE TEXT
LIMITED PERSPECTIVE (Eccl . 1:12-15)

Solomon applied his mind to understand life’s purpose through human 
wisdom. He found that effort to be futile, like pursuing the wind. 

VERSE 12

I, the Teacher, have been king over Israel in Jerusalem. 
In the Hebrew text, the pronoun I is emphatic. It emphasizes that what 
follows is a personal report of the writer’s own experiences and investigations. 
Underscoring his self-identification in 1:1, Solomon here referred to himself 
again as the Teacher (Hebrew, koheleth), meaning “leader and instructor of a 
congregation,” and king over Israel in Jerusalem.

The verb rendered have been (“was,” KJV; NIV) does not mean that 
Solomon was no longer the king in Israel. More likely, it indicates that 
Solomon wrote Ecclesiastes late in his reign. He was Israel’s ruler for nearly 
forty years—from 970 to 931 BC—and was drawing on that experience to 
inform his investigations into life’s meaning. 

Historically, Israel enjoyed a time of peace and prosperity at the time 
Ecclesiastes was written. Wisdom teachers gathered groups of young men 
to whom they sought to pass on their knowledge and experience. That 
Ecclesiastes was included in the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament) 
underscores its divine inspiration and continuing value for all of God’s 
people in every generation.

VERSE 13

I applied my mind to examine and explore through wisdom all 
that is done under heaven. God has given people this miserable 
task to keep them occupied. 
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The Hebrew phrase rendered applied my mind literally is “gave my heart” 
(see KJV). The ancient Israelites described life as they observed it, and their 
language reflected their observations. This observation was especially true in 
the use of language referring to parts of the human body. Because the heart 
was understood as the central organ of life (see Prov. 4:23), to give one’s heart 
to something was to focus all of one’s thinking and activity on it. 

The ancient Israelite noted that whenever a person had to make a life-
changing decision, the heart was affected. One’s heart rate increased 
noticeably, and sometimes added pressure built up in one’s chest. Hence, 
the heart came to be recognized as the center of human volition, the seat of 
thoughtful, deliberate decision making. Thus, Solomon declared that he had 
made a conscious, intentional decision to examine (“seek,” KJV; ESV; “study,” 
NIV) and explore (“search out,” KJV; ESV) through wisdom all that is 
done under heaven. He had focused all of his best thinking, resources, and 
activity on this singular quest to truly understand life’s meaning.

The phrase rendered all that is done under heaven is another example of 
ancient Israel’s picturesque use of observable reality in their language. We 
know today that the earth is a mostly round planet floating in space as 
it moves in orbit around the sun. Ancient Israelites viewed the earth as a 
generally flat surface on which they lived and moved. The sky above (heaven) 
appeared in the shape of a dome (from horizon to horizon) far above the 
earth and across which the sun and moon moved in regular, arc-like, daily 
intervals. Thus, the phrase under heaven referred to the earth’s total spectrum 
of ideas and activities.

The means by which Solomon would investigate the spectrum of life was 
through wisdom. To ancient Israel in general and to Solomon in particular, 
true wisdom was a gift from God (see 1 Kings 3:7-12). Furthermore, wisdom 
existed on three distinct levels. On a first level, wisdom often was equated 
with skill and craftsmanship. A good example of this level of wisdom can be 
seen in the appointment of Bezalel to oversee construction of the tabernacle 
when the Israelites were at Mount Sinai. Moses told the people that the 
Lord had “filled [Bezalel] with God’s Spirit, with wisdom, understanding, 
and ability in every kind of craft to design artistic works in gold, silver, and 
bronze, to cut gemstones for mounting, and to carve wood for work in every 
kind of artistic craft” (Ex. 35:31-33). 

On a second level, wisdom involved what we might call life skills or social 
skills. For example, the Book of Proverbs is filled with practical counsel 
(formulated in short, pithy, memorable sayings) designed to help people live 
in harmony with one another and with God. The third and highest form of 
wisdom involved grappling with complex overarching issues such as the 
meaning of suffering (Job) or the purpose of life itself (Ecclesiastes). 

83Se ssion 8:   What’s the Use?

© 2021 LifeWay Christian Resources



In the second half of Ecclesiastes 1:13, Solomon seemed to be describing 
the essential nature of human life in the most pessimistic terms. Life 
appeared to be little more than a miserable task (“sore travail,” KJV; 
“unhappy business,” ESV; “heavy burden,” NIV) that God had given people 
… to keep them occupied. 

What today’s interpreters of the Book of Ecclesiastes must keep in mind is 
that Solomon was describing life from a purely human perspective—that is, 
life under heaven, not life from God’s perspective in heaven. Human wisdom 
alone is earthbound; it cannot comprehend life’s ultimate meaning. It yields 
only a pessimistic, naturalistic worldview. Solomon’s sobering observations 
in Ecclesiastes serve to expose the emptiness and hopelessness of a strictly 
atheistic worldview.

VERSE 14

I have seen all the things that are done under the sun and have 
found everything to be futile, a pursuit of the wind. 
Solomon then reported that he had seen all the things that are done under 
the sun. From his position as a wise, wealthy king who was known and 
respected worldwide, Solomon likely was making no empty boast when he 
claimed to have “seen it all.” More importantly, though, he was emphasizing 
the comprehensive and thorough nature of his investigations. Subsequent 
passages in the Book of Ecclesiastes recount specific areas of exploration and 
authenticate his general claim here. The phrase under the sun was a parallel 
way of saying “under heaven” (see 1:13 and the comments on the phrase). 
Indeed, Solomon apparently preferred the phrase under the sun, using it 
nearly thirty times in the book while using the phrase “under heaven” only 
three times. 

Darkness often conceals criminal activity, but bright sunlight illuminates 
everything. Nothing is hidden. Consequently, deeds performed in the light 
of the sun were deemed to have been done deliberately. In Ecclesiastes, 
Solomon took the figure of speech a step further. Doing something under 
the sun may have implied acting deliberately on one’s own volition, without 
seeking God’s guidance. Hence, the phrase all the things that are done under 
the sun may well describe human actions taken apart from God. Solomon 
labeled such activity as futile (“vanity,” KJV; ESV; “meaningless,” NIV), as 
absurd as a pursuit of the wind (“vexation of spirit,” KJV).

VERSE 15

What is crooked cannot be straightened; what is lacking cannot 
be counted. 
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In this verse, Solomon summarized his use of intellectual capabilities with 
a proverb. The structure of the proverb employs synonymous parallelism, 
a poetic feature in which the second line repeats the meaning of the first 
line using synonymous vocabulary. The words what is crooked cannot be 
straightened signify a problem that cannot be solved. God’s inscrutable 
ways can never be fully comprehended by mere human wisdom. Similarly, 
the words what is lacking cannot be counted describe an inability to solve 
a problem because key information is missing. Without all of the relevant 
data, the resulting answer to a problem will be incorrect. The essence of this 
proverb, then, is that any effort to find meaning in life is inherently flawed 
if it does not rely on God-given wisdom. While human wisdom has some 
value—it is better than living foolishly—it has a limited perspective. We 
need God’s gift of wisdom to find and fulfill life’s true purpose. 

INHERITANCE BLOWN? (Eccl . 2:18-21)

Solomon despaired to think that a person might work hard and with great 
skill only to die and have nothing of lasting gain. The result would be futile.

VERSE 18

I hated all my work that I labored at under the sun because I must 
leave it to the one who comes after me.
In Ecclesiastes 2:1-11, Solomon discussed the ultimate emptiness of defining 
life’s meaning in terms of constant pleasure and great possessions. In that 
passage, he emphasized that neither of these aspects of life could provide 
true and lasting meaning. 

In 2:18, Solomon returned to the aspect of acquiring material possessions 
but with an added twist to the subject. Here he focused on the strenuous 
efforts usually required to gain wealth or possessions. Solomon confessed 
that he hated all of the work that he labored at under the sun. This 
expression does not mean that Solomon was a slacker. He did not despise the 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Solomon” on pages 1486–1487 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What does it say to you 
that a person such as King Solomon—who had all the possessions, power, 
and fame that anyone could want—saw the emptiness of trusting in these 
things for a sense of ultimate meaning?
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idea of work or even that some types of work could be mentally and physically 
exhausting. Instead, what Solomon hated was the reality that a person might 
work hard for a lifetime and by doing so acquire a commendable nest egg of 
wealth and possessions—only to leave it all to the one who comes after 
him or her. He was not railing against the idea of leaving an inheritance for 
one’s family. Rather, he was describing the futility of seeking true and lasting 
meaning in life by being a workaholic focused only on acquiring more stuff. 
People cannot take their wealth and possessions with them when they die; 
they (and we) must leave it all behind. 

In this context, the Hebrew word translated work likely refers to the dark 
aspects of labor, that which brings pain and toil but not fulfillment. The 
phrase under the sun emphasizes the magnitude of Solomon’s efforts. His 
labor was international in scope. The Hebrew verb rendered hated includes not 
only an emotional aspect but also the choice to reject something. Solomon 
adamantly rejected the idea of working constantly to acquire possessions as 
the ultimate measure of life’s meaning. 

VERSE 19

And who knows whether he will be wise or a fool? Yet he will take 
over all my work that I labored at skillfully under the sun. This 
too is futile.
In this verse, Solomon continued to explain the reason he rejected the idea 
that working ceaselessly to acquire possessions was life’s ultimate purpose. 
Even if a person successfully amasses a fortune through hard work and leaves 
it to his or her heirs—which must and will occur at the person’s death—who 
knows whether the heir will be wise or a fool? Human history is filled 
with examples of prodigal sons and daughters who reaped large inheritances 
at a parent’s death only to fritter away the businesses and wealth through 
laziness or foolish lifestyles. In Scripture, wise individuals prove to be skillful, 
prudent in decision making, and committed to the Lord and His ways. Fools, 
on the other hand, lack spiritual commitment and moral sense. They live 
selfishly, wastefully, and with a lack of integrity. 

Solomon’s own family history proved the point of this verse. Solomon built 
up vast wealth during his reign through numerous types of businesses (see 
1 Kings 4:20-28; 10:14-29). When he died, his son Rehoboam [ree huh BOH 
uhm] became the new king (1 Kings 11:43). Right out of the gate, Rehoboam 
had a crucial decision to make. He had to decide whether to act like a servant 
leader toward the people of Israel or like a tyrant. He foolishly chose the 
tyrant approach. Consequently, ten of the twelve tribes of Israel revolted, 
and Rehoboam lost the greater part of his father’s kingdom (see 1 Kings 12).
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VERSE 20

So I began to give myself over to despair concerning all my work 
that I had labored at under the sun.  
Here again, the phrase under the sun has the sense of one’s life on earth. 
Additionally, the terminology of all my work and I had labored emphasizes 
day-to-day toil that is painful, unfulfilling, and wearisome. Solomon had 
investigated the essential nature of work and found that while fortunes 
could be amassed through hard work, those fortunes could just as quickly 
evaporate in the next generation after a person’s death. If life’s ultimate 
meaning lay in working hard to become wealthy, that meaning was at best 
a mirage. Therefore, in regard to this investigation, Solomon began to give 
himself over to despair. 

VERSE 21

When there is a person whose work was done with wisdom, 
knowledge, and skill, and he must give his portion to a person 
who has not worked for it, this too is futile and a great wrong. 
In this verse, Solomon emphasized again the factor that most depressed 
him about connecting life’s ultimate meaning to work and wealth. A person 
whose work was done with wisdom, knowledge, and skill throughout 
the individual’s lifetime must at death give his portion (“everything,” ESV; 
“all they own,” NIV) to a person who has not worked for it. What Solomon 
added in this verse was the realization that inheriting a fortune from one’s 
parents proves (in some instances at least) that hard work is not the be-all, 
end-all key to gaining great wealth. Therefore, work and wealth cannot be 
said to be life’s ultimate purpose. And from Solomon’s perspective, such 
an idea was futile and a great wrong (“vanity and a great evil,” KJV; ESV; 
“meaningless and a great misfortune,” NIV). It was futile because in death 
not only did the wise person’s possessions go to someone else but also the 
skill and intelligence that acquired the wealth ceased to exist. It was a great 
wrong because a foolish person could acquire wealth not worked for.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Wealth and Materialism” on pages 1641–1642 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are some 
dangers of gaining great wealth in this life? How can a person develop a 
godly perspective about wealth?
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ENJOY WORK (Eccl . 2:22-26)

Solomon realized that God gave humans life and work as a means of joy, not 
despair. Despair arises when humans seek to enjoy life apart from God.

VERSE 22

For what does a person get with all his work and all his efforts 
that he labors at under the sun?
With this verse, Solomon shifted his discussion about work and accumulated 
wealth back to the time-frame of before one’s death. If the value of one’s hard 
work and accumulation of wealth evaporated at one’s death, then exactly 
what does a person get with all his work and all his efforts during his 
lifetime (under the sun)? The Hebrew word rendered work (“toil,” ESV; NIV) 
is the same noun Solomon used in previous verses to emphasize the toilsome, 
often frustrating, aspects of labor. The term translated efforts (“vexation of 
his heart,” KJV; “striving of heart,” ESV; “anxious striving,” NIV) literally 
reads “longing of his heart.” 

VERSE 23

For all his days are filled with grief, and his occupation is 
sorrowful; even at night, his mind does not rest. This too is futile.  
Solomon’s answer to the question posed in the previous verse is depressing 
yet realistic. What people sometimes get from their hard, frustrating work 
lives are days … filled with grief. The word rendered grief can refer either to 
physical pain or mental anguish. Here the phrase probably refers to working 
in a constant state of stress. Solomon depicted a worker whose occupation 
(“work,” ESV; NIV) brought only sorrow and sleepless nights. For this reason, 
he concluded that work as a measure of ultimate meaning was futile. 

VERSE 24

There is nothing better for a person than to eat, drink, and enjoy 
his work. I have seen that even this is from God’s hand, because 
who can eat and who can enjoy life apart from him?
If work—even successful, well-paying work—is not the measure of life’s 
ultimate meaning, then what should our attitude be toward work? To put 
the question another way, “Is work worth the effort we put into it?” This is 
the point at which Solomon’s faith gave him new insight into this matter. 

Solomon concluded that there is nothing better for a person than 
to eat, drink, and enjoy his work. Just because work is not the ultimate 
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purpose of life doesn’t mean it isn’t valuable and important. In fact, Solomon 
realized that work was a gift to human beings from God’s hand. Work 
was a divine design feature of human life from the beginning. Even before 
humanity’s fall into sin, “the Lord God took the man and placed him in the 
garden of Eden to work it and watch over it” (Gen. 2:15). 

Solomon further realized that a right relationship with God, a relationship 
of trust and obedience, was the real key to life. It was (and is) God the Creator 
who provided humanity with food to eat. It was (and is) a right relationship 
with God that enabled God’s people, including Solomon, to enjoy life.

As believers, we can choose to view work in the biblical perspective, the 
way God designed it. When we do, we understand that work is a gift from 
God by which we can provide the necessities of life for ourselves and our 
families as well as find ways to be generous toward those in need (see Eph. 
4:28; Col. 3:23-24). 

VERSE 26

For to the person who is pleasing in his sight, he gives wisdom, 
knowledge, and joy; but to the sinner he gives the task of 
gathering and accumulating in order to give to the one who is 
pleasing in God’s sight. This too is futile and a pursuit of the wind. 
God’s sovereignty and grace are at the heart of this verse. In His grace, God 
gives the person who is pleasing in his sight … wisdom, knowledge, and 
joy. On the other hand, God gives to the sinner … the task of gathering 
and accumulating in order to give to the one who is pleasing in God’s 
sight. The difference, then, between a life of joy and fulfillment and a life of 
futility lies in a right relationship with God. To the sinner, the one who rejects 
God’s ways and works only to selfishly stockpile wealth and possessions, 
work will prove in the end to be futile and a pursuit of the wind. 

In reality, all people are sinners (see Rom. 3:23). Therefore, Solomon’s final 
observation provides evidence of divine grace. The person who is pleasing 
in God’s sight is the one who has responded to the gospel by faith in Christ 
Jesus. Believers can enjoy their work, thanking God for His provisions. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Ecclesiastes 2:26. What are some ways you have seen God’s 
sovereignty at work in your life? How can believers find wisdom and joy in 
the work they do to make a living?
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What Time Is It?
The wise person stewards time, realizing God controls all things .

How many times have people asked you, “What time is it?” The question 
reflects the significance that human beings place on time. Measuring time 
accurately can spell the difference between success and failure in anything 
from baking a pie to landing astronauts on the moon. Knowing what time it 
is shapes our lives in many ways. Football fans know the importance of the 
two-minute warning near the end of the game. Whenever two people plan to 
meet for conversation, they must specify a particular time or they may miss 
their rendezvous entirely.

On a philosophical level, people are finite beings—that is, they are 
intimately connected to time both at birth and death. People measure their 
lifespans in terms of years, months, and days. Like hours and minutes, these 
are terms of time measurement. Consequently, the question of what time 
it is can take on profound significance. The time span between the present 
moment and death is finite, limited. With each passing minute, the time 
grows shorter. How then should we employ the time that remains in our 
physical lives? What should we do during this time? Before answering, 
we each should remember that we are accountable to God for what we do. 
Therefore, the best answer to the question of our use of remaining time is 
to do whatever God wants us to do. This session focuses on a passage in 
Ecclesiastes that helps us contemplate God’s plan for how we can best live in 
the time He gives us.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
ECCLESIASTES 3:1–4:6

Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 is a poetic passage of Scripture with which a lot of people 
are familiar, even people who are not necessarily Bible readers. For centuries, 
writers have incorporated parts or all of the poem into secular literature, 
popular music, and theatrical productions. The passage lists a series of 
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favorable and unfavorable events that comprise human life. Unlike the 
wisdom literature in Proverbs, Ecclesiastes makes no effort to instruct 
readers in how to attain the best in life. Instead, the book—this poem in 
particular— simply acknowledges that both good and bad events occur in 
everyone’s life. Life is comprised of many opposites.

Ecclesiastes 3:9-15 probes the mystery of time. After a somewhat fatalistic 
description in verses 9-11, Solomon concluded by urging people to enjoy life 
as God’s gift to each person (3:12-13). This advice in turn drew his attention 
to the greatness of God’s activity (3:14-15). Often people cannot understand 
what God is doing. Rather than speculate about His plans, they should 
submit to them. Solomon’s statements about God directed his attention to 
the mystery of God’s sovereignty versus the widespread occurrence of evil 
and injustice in human experience (3:16-22). 

Solomon’s discussion concerning death grew more somber in 4:1-3. 
He contemplated that death might be preferable to life in that the dead 
individual’s experience of oppression and suffering ended. Further, he 
suggested that never having been born might be even more desirable than 
living and dying since one who never exists logically never experiences evil.

Ecclesiastes 4:4-6 introduces a discussion of the loneliness of wealth. 
Solomon began this discussion by condemning selfish ambition.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
TIME AND PLACE (Eccl . 3:1-8)

Solomon listed a series of opposites, pointing out that each has a time and 
place in life. 

VERSE 1

There is an occasion for everything, and a time for every activity 
under heaven: 
Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 probably is the best known passage in the entire book. The 
passage can be characterized as wisdom poetry. The poem is best understood 
and appreciated when Solomon’s basic premise—people are finite, mortal 
beings—is kept in the forefront. Human beings are bound by time; they have 
a natural beginning (birth) and a natural end (death). Between these two 
brackets lies each person’s lifespan. And during that lifespan, each person 
will witness (and perhaps experience) a set of opposing realities. While people 
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naturally prefer a long life composed only of good things, in reality life 
contains both good and bad, beginnings and endings, life and death.

The word rendered occasion (“season,” KJV; ESV; “time,” NIV) actually is 
an Aramaic term. (Aramaic was a closely related language to biblical Hebrew.) 
The term did not emphasize chronological time but rather appropriate, 
or appointed, time. The word translated time (“season,” NIV) reflects the 
synonymous Hebrew term that also points to a proper, or designated, season 
for something to occur. Solomon’s point was that everything that happens 
in human life—good and bad (at least from the human perspective)—has 
been intentionally woven into the fabric of the human experience. Although 
unstated until verses 9-11, Solomon implied even in this verse that these 
events occur according to God’s purposes and on His timetable, not ours.  

VERSE 2

a time to give birth and a time to die; a time to plant and 
a time to uproot; 
In the previous verse, Solomon made a general declaration that “everything” 
and “every activity” have a proper time and place in life. Beginning in this 
verse, he introduced a list of fourteen specific activities and their fourteen 
opposites. All of these activities intentionally focus on human life and activity. 
Moreover, while the list does not cover every conceivable human activity, it is 
remarkably comprehensive in scope. 

The first human activity pair is foundational to all the subsequent ones. 
There is a time to give birth and a time to die. The Christian Standard 
Bible translation to give birth is technically a literal way of expressing the verb 
form that appears in the Hebrew text. On the other hand, the translation 
“to be born” (see KJV; ESV; NIV) probably gives a better sense of the first 
activity. The phrase to give birth suggests a birth mother’s activity, while the 
translation “to be born” reflects the newborn child’s experience. In either  
case, the point of this half-verse is that every human life has an appointed 
beginning and ending. 

Physical birth as well as physical death ultimately are in God’s hands 
and happen for every human being on His timetable. This truth does not 
ignore the reality that both the means of birth (human reproduction) and 
the means of death (aging; sickness; accidents; war) involve human aspects. 
Rather, it underscores that God the Creator is sovereign over His creation. 
Birth and death are first and foremost under His control and timing. 

The second activity pair would be well-understood in ancient Israel’s 
semiarid agricultural environment. Every farmer and gardener knew there 
was a time to plant and a time to uproot (“pluck up what is planted,” ESV). 
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The ancient land of Israel was heavily dependent on seasonal rainfall for 
its crops. Raising food crops—grain crops in particular—had to be timed 
appropriately to take advantage of rainy seasons for growth and dry seasons 
for harvesting. Otherwise, disaster awaited. Proverbs 20:4 states, “The 
slacker does not plow during planting season; at harvest time he looks, and 
there is nothing.” In farming, timing is vital! 

VERSE 3

a time to kill and a time to heal; a time to tear down and 
a time to build; 
This verse contains the third and fourth human activity pairs. Interestingly, 
whereas in the previous verse positive experiences were listed first in each 
pair and negative experiences last, here the order is reversed: negative 
activities appear first, followed by their positive opposites. 

Solomon declared that in the realm of human experience, there is a time to 
kill and a time to heal. The Hebrew word rendered kill in verse 3 is a different 
verb from the one used in the sixth commandment that is often translated 
“do not murder” (Ex. 20:13). Nonetheless, Solomon likely was not arguing the 
ethical aspects of just war or capital punishment. He simply stated that in a 
world where death is the universal fate of all living creatures (see Eccl. 3:2), 
some deaths inevitably will be the result of people getting killed, whether 
accidentally, criminally, or in a just war.

Conversely (and thankfully), there is also a time and place in human life to 
heal. We often associate this activity with the medical profession, and rightly 
so. In this activity pair, however, the likely reference is to healed relationships. 
Conflict among people is inevitable in this life. At the extreme, it can lead 
to killing, the very opposite of healing! Notably, Jesus later instructed His 
disciples to proclaim the kingdom of heaven to people. In so doing, they 
would be channels of God’s power to “heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse 
those with leprosy, drive out demons” (Matt. 10:8). 

The fourth activity pair can be broadly applied: there is a time to tear down 
and a time to build. Tearing down something can be an act of obedience to 
God (see Judg. 6:25). In the context of Ecclesiastes 3:3, however, it represents 
the opposite of building something. Solomon’s point was simply that human 
life includes both realities. Sometimes we must tear down old structures so 
that new ones can be built. Both activities have a proper time and place. 

VERSE 4

a time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to mourn and 
a time to dance; 
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The fifth and sixth activity pairs are closely related and may be understood as 
an example of synonymous parallelism. That is, the phrase a time to weep 
is another way of saying a time to mourn. Likewise, the phrase a time to 
laugh is parallel in meaning to the phrase a time to dance. Solomon’s point 
in both activities alongside their opposites was to emphasize an obvious 
truth: life is a mixture of both sorrow and joy. Sooner or later, everyone 
experiences emotional highs and lows.

VERSE 5

a time to throw stones and a time to gather stones; a time to 
embrace and a time to avoid embracing; 
The seventh activity pair (a time to throw stones … gather stones) might 
seem unusual in modern human life. In ancient times, however, throwing 
stones might depict either military activity or judicial activity (execution by 
stoning). Conversely, gathering stones might describe the common practices 
of clearing a field for planting or obtaining raw materials for construction of 
a wall or building. 

An ancient Jewish interpretation suggests that the first half of this verse 
refers figuratively to engaging in sexual relations versus abstaining from 
such activity. This rabbinic interpretation might have been based on seeing 
a parallel with the second half of the verse (and the eighth activity pair): 
a time to embrace and a time to avoid embracing.

VERSE 6

a time to search and a time to count as lost; a time to keep and 
a time to throw away; 
The ninth activity pair involves seeking to obtain something versus giving 
up the search (count as lost). The Hebrew verb rendered search (“get,” KJV; 
“seek,” ESV) means “seek” or “seek to obtain or secure.” Depending on the 
context, it can refer either to gaining something new and desired or regaining 
something that has been lost or misplaced. The opposite activity, then, would 
be finally giving up on any effort to gain or find the item. 

A similar set of contrasting actions (the tenth activity pair) is expressed 
in the second half of verse 6: a time to keep and a time to throw away. 
While the ninth activity pair concerned seeking (or giving up the search) 
something one wants or has lost, the tenth pair assumes the person has 
a particular item and must decide whether to hold on to it or dispose of it. In 
any case, the maximum time that an owner can retain possession of items 
is the span of his or her lifetime. At death—as noted in session 8—someone 
else will assume ownership of one’s material possessions.
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VERSE 7

a time to tear and a time to sew; a time to be silent and 
a time to speak; 
This verse includes the eleventh and twelfth activity pairs. The phrase a time 
to tear may refer—at least in biblical times—to the practice of ripping one’s 
clothing as a public sign of mourning. Conversely, a time to sew would refer 
either to repairing one’s torn garment or producing a new garment.

The contrast between choosing to be silent and deciding to speak is 
a common theme in wisdom literature (see Prov. 10:19; 11:13; 12:18,23; 
13:3). Wise people listen and learn. However, certain occasions demand that 
a wise person speak up—and speak the truth in love (see Eph. 4:15; Col. 4:6). 

VERSE 8

a time to love and a time to hate; a time for war and 
a time for peace. 
The thirteenth and fourteenth activity pairs are as relevant in modern human 
life as they were in Solomon’s day. In Scripture, love and hate not only have 
an emotional dimension but also a connection to decision making and 
action. Indeed, the human practices of waging war and making peace might 
be understood as the ultimate expressions of hating and loving. Importantly, 
the New Testament declares that love is the signature characteristic of 
Christ’s followers (see John 13:34-35; 1 Thess. 4:9; 1 John 3:23; 4:19-21). 

Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 outlines a spectrum of typical activities that comprise 
the human experience during one’s natural life. We should not be surprised 
or overwhelmed when life presents us with either side of the spectrum. 
Believers can keep in mind Paul’s great declaration: “We know that all things 
work together for the good of those who love God, who are called according 
to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28). By doing so, we can use time as God made it to 
be used—doing the right things at the right time. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Life” on pages 1015–1016 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does knowing that God has 
made “an occasion for everything, and a time for every activity under 
heaven” help you face the ups and downs of life? How does a verse such as 
Roman 8:28 give you added insight about facing life’s ups and downs?
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ENJOY LIFE (Eccl . 3:9-13)

Since God remains in control of time, believers can rejoice in the time God 
grants them on earth, knowing that eternity awaits them. 

VERSE 9

What does the worker gain from his struggles?
Solomon now contemplated the nature of work in light of the reality that 
God has made “an occasion for everything, and a time for every activity” 
(3:1). Solomon wondered what … the (human) worker truly gained in this 
life from his struggles. The Hebrew term translated gain comes from a root 
word meaning “a portion of that which has been divided.” The underlying 
question was whether human beings are better off trying to carve out their 
own portions or accepting the portions God gives them. We might paraphrase 
the question this way: “Who really controls my life: God or me?” 

VERSE 10

I have seen the task that God has given the children of Adam to 
keep them occupied. 
The words I have seen remind us that Solomon had undertaken an extensive 
investigation that employed careful, thoughtful observation of the world 
in general and human activities in particular (see 1:12-13). Much of what 
he observed left Solomon at times with a gloomy, almost fatalistic, view of 
life. Such pessimism is evident in Solomon’s description of work—if not life 
itself—as the task that God has given the children of Adam to keep 
them occupied. 

The Hebrew word rendered task (“travail,” KJV; “business,” ESV; “burden,” 
NIV) refers to the various activities (see 3:2-8) that occupy one’s time. This 
unique term appears in Scripture only in the Book of Ecclesiastes, where it 
always connotes trouble, pain, and aggravation. The phrase children of Adam 
(“sons of men,” KJV; “the human race,” NIV) refers to all human beings. 
The idea that God gave human beings various activities to keep them occupied 
makes life on earth sound more like a day-care center than a venue where 
some grand, eternal purpose is being advanced. In the next verse, however, 
Solomon realized that something eternal was being invested in humanity. 

VERSE 11

He has made everything appropriate in its time. He has also put 
eternity in their hearts, but no one can discover the work God has 
done from beginning to end. 
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The words He has made everything appropriate in its time indicate that 
God has a greater purpose for giving human beings the various activities  
listed in 3:2-8 than just keeping them occupied with meaningless busy work. 
In other words, human life is much more than simply killing time between 
birth and death. 

While human life “under the sun” is finite and mortal, Solomon here 
expressed the remarkable insight that God has also put eternity in human 
hearts. Bible scholars have long debated the precise meaning of this revealed 
insight. To be sure, God’s people in Old Testament times did not possess the 
level of understanding about life after death that was later revealed in the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. Yet we know that a number of Old Testament passages 
give insightful glimpses into the eternal, heavenly realm (see Gen. 5:24; 
Job 19:26-27; Eccl. 3:11; Isa. 53:10; Dan. 12:2-3). In this simple confession, 
Solomon revealed a gap in his knowledge that he yearned to fill, but his time 
in history made it impossible to do so. 

Today, believers experience the foretaste of eternal life even before 
physical death. Christians begin enjoying eternal life at the moment they 
are united with Christ through faith (see John 3:14-18). At the same time, 
this yearning for eternity remains in our hearts because we know that it is in 
heaven we will realize the fullness of life’s meaning as God intended. 

Solomon’s conclusion that no one can discover the work God has 
done from beginning to end is absolutely true. The finite can never fully 
comprehend the infinite. However, this reality should serve as a reason for 
exultation rather than hopelessness. We can rejoice that the God we serve is 
too great for the human mind to comprehend fully (see Isa. 55:8-11). Further, 
such a reality calls for us to trust in Him and follow His plan for life, not ours.

VERSE 12

I know that there is nothing better for them than to rejoice and 
enjoy the good life. 
A lack of complete knowledge concerning God’s eternal plan is no reason 
for disillusionment. The words I know hint that Solomon’s faith had once 
again led him to the brink of a more hopeful view of life than the prevailing 
philosophy that everything is meaningless. If human beings operate with 
an embedded longing for eternity in their hearts, then life on this side of 
eternity is not without purpose but rather the prologue to a magnificent 
story yet to unfold. Thus, Solomon declared that during life’s prologue here 
on earth, there is nothing better … than to rejoice and enjoy the good 
life. This statement should not be understood as an early form of hedonism; 
rather, it is an honest recognition that as creatures of time, human beings 
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can choose either to wallow in self-pity and empty hopelessness or see our 
days on earth—both the good days and bad ones—as part of God’s design 
to prepare us for eternity. From a Christian perspective, rejoicing is a choice 
a person makes. It is not dependent on external circumstances but rests on 
one’s deep-seated faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Indeed, the New Testament 
teaches believers to rejoice even in bad circumstances (see Rom. 5:3-4; 
Jas. 1:2-4). 

Solomon’s phrase the good life simply affirms that life with its entire 
spectrum of human activities is good in the sense that it comes from God. 
Conditions such as affluence or poverty, wellness or sickness, and peace or 
war do not determine the ultimate quality of goodness; God does. Therefore, 
the choice is between doing good or doing evil, realizing that one’s decision 
in this regard has eternal consequences (see Matt. 6:19-21). 

VERSE 13

It is also the gift of God whenever anyone eats, drinks, and enjoys 
all his efforts. 
Next, Solomon focused on three crucial elements of human life: food, 
drink, and work. He asserted that both individually and collectively, these 
essential elements represent the gift of God to humanity. Food and water 
are essential to the continuation of physical life. Without them, people 
would soon die. Yet, God created the earth in such a way as to provide both 
elements in bountiful supply. It is no small thing, therefore, to offer a prayer 
of gratitude at each and every mealtime. 

The phrase enjoys all his efforts refers to the human need for meaningful 
work and accomplishments. We desire to be like our Creator in the sense of 
looking back on a day’s work or a project and saying, “Well, that is good!” 
(See Gen. 1:4,10,12,18,21,25.) The New Testament emphatically states that 
“every good and perfect gift” comes from God (Jas. 1:17). Time is a gift, and 
believers should make the most of the time granted to them by God. Because 
of the promise of eternal life in Christ, believers can find joy in their lives 
now, whether their circumstances are easy or difficult. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Ecclesiastes 3:11. In which of your present circumstances does 
this verse offer encouragement and/or guidance? What would it mean for 
you as a believer to view the situation through the lens of eternity that God 
has placed in your heart?
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GOD WORKS (Eccl . 3:14-15)

Solomon concluded that God is not bound by time. Therefore, His works 
should produce awe in people. 

VERSE 14

I know that everything God does will last forever; there is no 
adding to it or taking from it. God works so that people will be 
in awe of him. 
Solomon asserted that everything God does will last forever. Human 
activity and accomplishments are consigned to life “under the sun.” All of 
God’s activity produces eternal results. Furthermore, finite human beings 
cannot overrule or change God’s sovereign activity: there is no adding to it 
or taking from it. God’s plan remains eternally consistent. 

Second, God’s activity has one unchanging, eternal purpose: so that 
people will be in awe of him (“fear him,” NIV). God knows that when we 
worship anyone or anything other than Him, we destroy ourselves. To be in 
awe of God is one way the Old Testament describes being in a right relationship 
with God. The New Testament further clarifies that a right relationship with 
God comes when we repent of our sins and trust in Jesus Christ as Savior and 
Lord (see Acts 2:38; Rom. 3:22-23; Eph. 2:1-10; Titus 2:11-14).

VERSE 15

Whatever is, has already been, and whatever will be, already is. 
However, God seeks justice for the persecuted. 
God’s creation will ultimately reach the destination He designed for it. He 
established its governing rules and destiny. In this regard, then, Solomon 
concluded that God seeks justice for the persecuted (“God seeks what has 
been driven away,” ESV; “God will call the past to account,” NIV). Although 
Bible translations differ, this statement asserts that while sinful humanity 
corrupts themselves and the world, God will not leave His creation to its own 
destruction. Consistent with His nature and plan, He will victoriously pursue 
the redemption and restoration of His fallen creation (see 1 Cor. 15:51-58). 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Time, Meaning Of” on pages 1571–1572 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. In what ways do 
Christians experience the foretaste of eternity in this present life?
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Why Listen?
The wise person heeds the warnings gained from past mistakes 
and godly counselors .

As a pastor for thirty years, I officiated many marriage ceremonies. Prior to 
each ceremony, I asked the future husband and wife to participate with me 
in premarital counseling. My goal was to help the couple establish the best 
possible spiritual foundation for their life together. 

Part of the counseling consisted of some straightforward advice, including 
recommending the couple establish five basic habits. First, I suggested they 
establish a habit of giving thanks to God at the start of every family meal. 
Second, I recommended they establish the daily practice of devotional Bible 
reading as a couple. Similarly, the third daily practice was to pray together. 
These two practices in particular would help the couple mature spiritually 
and develop a single value system. Moreover, committing to having a daily 
conversation together with God would help them resolve conflicts and find 
solutions to problems that typically arise in most marriages. 

Fourth, I strongly recommended that the couple find a Bible-centered, 
Christ-honoring church and become active members. Fifth and finally, 
I advised the couple to develop close friendships with several mature 
believers (or couples) in that church. Did every couple that I counseled and 
officiated their wedding follow through on these commitments? No. 

For example, a young couple who had grown up in the church asked me 
to conduct their wedding. They had known each other since childhood and 
professed to be believers. In our counseling sessions, they readily agreed to 
establish the five habits in their marriage. Indeed, the first few months of their 
marriage seemed idyllic. Soon, however, I noticed that their participation in 
church services and activities grew sporadic and limited. Not long after that, 
they came to me again for counseling. I asked if they had worked to establish 
the five habits. They admitted they had not. Sadly, this couple eventually 
ended their marriage through divorce. 

In another case, a couple who lived in a distant community requested that 
I officiate their wedding ceremony at a nearby tourist attraction. I reluctantly 
agreed when they promised to participate in premarital counseling sessions. 
After the wedding, I didn’t hear from the couple again for twenty-five years. 
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Then out of the blue the couple called me one day to say they were celebrating 
their twenty-fifth anniversary and wanted to thank me for telling them 
about the five habits. They had worked hard to practice them faithfully and 
had built a wonderful family life together. This Bible study session focuses 
on the importance of not only receiving godly counsel from others but also 
heeding such counsel.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
ECCLESIASTES 4:7–5:7

Ecclesiastes 4:7-16 continues Solomon’s discourse on the loneliness of wealth 
that he introduced in 4:4-6. Verses 7-8 tell of a man who has no family 
or friends. The man is a workaholic who strains to increase his wealth. 
Nonetheless, the lack of a family haunts his thinking. He concludes that 
facing life’s struggles alone is “a miserable task” (4:8).

Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 addresses the value of friendship. Two people working 
together can accomplish more than one individual working alone. Moreover, 
they can assist and protect each other in times of danger. On a cold night 
they can pool their resources and stay warm. They can better fend off a single 
attacker who might seek to harm one or both of them. Solomon underscored 
the value of friendship by citing a popular proverb. 

Ecclesiastes 4:13-16 focuses on the frailty of political power. Solomon 
compared the reigns of two kings. Both were born into poverty. When the 
first became old and ignored his counselors’ sage advice, the second usurped 
the throne. 

Ecclesiastes 5:1-7 deals with reverence and honesty in religious matters. 
Verses 1-3 address worship at the temple in Jerusalem. Solomon warned 
worshipers to be careful, humble, and sincere in their prayers and their actions 
in worship. Bowing before God could easily become a rote and hypocritical 
performance before other worshipers. Such folly was unacceptable to God. 

Verses 4-7 deal with making vows to God. Sacred vows were an integral 
feature of religion in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. 
Hannah, Samuel’s mother, made a vow before the child’s birth (see 1 Sam. 
1:10-11). The apostle Paul shaved his head as part of a religious vow that he 
had taken (see Acts 18:18). The overarching conclusion to be drawn from 
Ecclesiastes 5:4-7 is that people need to depend on God’s grace instead of 
their own works, no matter how pious their actions. Humility in worship, 
thoughtful prayer, and honest speech are characteristics of a godly lifestyle.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
WHEN LEADING (Eccl . 4:13-16)

Solomon reminded God’s people of the value of continually listening to wise 
counsel. He pointed to the cycle often seen in leadership: a person ascends 
to become king, then gradually loses touch with the people and eventually is 
discarded for a new leader—who then may repeat the cycle.

VERSE 13

Better is a poor but wise youth than an old but foolish king who 
no longer pays attention to warnings. 
Whether Ecclesiastes 4:13-16 is autobiographical by Solomon or a general 
observation is unclear. There is some evidence following Solomon’s death 
that, in the minds of some at least, the king had ignored the overburdened 
plight of many of his subjects (see 1 Kings 12:10-11). However, other features 
in the Ecclesiastes 4:13-16 example do not fit Solomon’s case. Solomon was 
neither poor nor a prisoner when he became king. Nevertheless, the power 
of general, proverbial examples rests in their broad applicability. In other 
words, people can see themselves and their situations in at least some of the 
example’s features and thus take important life lessons from the example.

Ecclesiastes 4:13 reads like one of the typical forms of Israelite proverbs, 
a form that Solomon would have known well (see Prov. 12:9; 15:16-17; 
16:8,19; 17:1; 19:1; 27:5; 28:6). In this type of proverb, two contrasting 
possible realities are considered, and a judgment is given that having more of 
one of the realities and less of the other is to be preferred. 

In Ecclesiastes 4:13, Solomon declared that it is better to be a poor but 
wise youth (“child,” KJV) than to be an old but foolish king. Take note that 
while age and station in life are noticeable differences in the two individuals, 
it is the contrasting feature of wise versus foolish that tilts the scale of 
judgment between better and worse. A poor young person who is wise can 
(and likely will) become mature and grow more prosperous in the future. On 
the other hand, the foolish old king is likely headed for more chaos, danger, 
pride, and overconfidence. The king is foolish because he no longer listens to 
his advisors’ warnings about looming threats.

At the beginning of his reign, the youthful Solomon earned an 
international reputation for his wisdom (see 1 Kings 4:29-34). The content 
of Ecclesiastes suggests that the book dates from late in his reign. In many 
ways, then, King Solomon had indeed grown old and foolish. He procured 
an enormous harem and assimilated the trappings of pagan monarchies. 
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He abandoned the exclusive worship of the Lord God and promoted his 
many wives’ idolatrous worship of false gods (see 1 Kings 11:1-10).

VERSE 14

For he came from prison to be king, even though he was born 
poor in his kingdom. 
In this verse, Solomon began focusing on the past of the “old but foolish 
king” of the previous verse. Similar to the “wise youth,” the old king had been 
born into poverty (born poor in his kingdom). Moreover, he had overcome 
imprisonment with its attendant absence of freedom and political power to 
occupy the most sovereign and powerful position in the land (came from 
prison to be king). That the old king had formerly been a prisoner may 
suggest that in his younger years he was part of an opposition group to the 
ruler before him. Now he was faced with the possibility that some other “wise 
youth” might soon do to him what he had done to his predecessor.

As realistic as these details seem, they do not correspond to any known 
incident in Solomon’s life. In a broad sense, however, the example coincides 
closely with the often typical experiences of ancient rulers. Moreover, it has 
great relevance to modern governments and those who would aspire to lead 
them. Political power and prestige are by nature fleeting.

VERSE 15

I saw all the living, who move about under the sun, 
follow a second youth who succeeds him. 
Solomon then described the transfer of leadership from the standpoint of the 
people being governed. The phrase all the living, who move about under 
the sun refers to the people who once supported the reigning king. These 
people had presumably welcomed the change of rulers when the king was an 
energetic young man who overcame imprisonment to take the throne. Now, 
however, the king had grown old and had fallen into the same error as his 
predecessor. He had lost touch with his subjects and refused to follow the 
wise counsel of his advisors. Therefore, the people were no longer loyal to the 
old king. Instead, they began to follow a second youth—the “wise youth” 
of verse 13! 

VERSE 16

There is no limit to all the people who were before them, yet 
those who come later will not rejoice in him. This too is futile 
and a pursuit of the wind. 
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The words there is no limit (“no end,” KJV; ESV; NIV) to all the people 
refer to a multitude too large to count. However, the phrase who were before 
them (literally, “who were to their faces”) is ambiguous in the Hebrew text. 
Some Bible scholars interpret the first line of verse 16 to mean that the new 
king governed an immense, nearly uncountable, population. Other scholars 
propose that the first half of the verse refers to the many generations of people 
who lived prior to the old king’s time—and thus supported previous kings.

The second interpretation seems to provide a more likely contrast with 
the second part of the verse: those who come later will not rejoice in 
the old, foolish king. Whether by death or being deposed by an up-and-
coming “wise youth,” the old king obviously will not retain the support of 
future generations of people. The old king will be gone, and the people will 
put their support behind a successor. The cycle of political power will (and 
must) keep moving. And like so many other aspects of human life, Solomon 
noted that this constant rise and fall of political leaders seemed futile and 
a pursuit of the wind. 

The phrase pursuit of the wind offers a vivid word-picture of futility. It 
describes the ludicrous effort of a human being running after the wind in the 
hopes of either capturing it or discovering where it goes. Anyone who tries 
to pursue the wind will fail miserably. It is a foolish waste of time and effort. 

It should be said that Ecclesiastes 4:13-16 does not negate the value of 
government or deem political leaders as unnecessary. Rather, it combats the 
foolishness of prideful arrogance in leaders. It is tragic when long-time leaders 
(of any type) fall prey to the temptation of self-importance, trusting only in 
their own wisdom, losing touch with the people they lead, and ignoring the 
counsel of advisors. To be most effective, Christian leaders should willingly 
and continually avail themselves of wise counsel when leading.

WHEN WORSHIPING (Eccl . 5:1-3)

Solomon challenged worshipers to approach God with a heart of obedience 
rather than with meaningless rituals. He further encouraged worshipers to 
listen more than they spoke when in the presence of God.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Aging” on pages 33–34 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How would you summarize the 
biblical perspective of aging? What potential advantages does a mature 
age give for leadership? What are potential disadvantages?
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VERSE 1

Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. Better to 
approach in obedience than to offer the sacrifice as fools do, for 
they ignorantly do wrong. 
The basic meaning set forth by the verb guard (“keep” KJV) is “to employ 
great care over” something. Here the term applies to personal discipline in 
one’s life. Literally, the phrase rendered your steps is “your foot.” Solomon 
was thus envisioning worshipers walking to the temple in Jerusalem (the 
house of God). Figuratively, the imagery of walking could also refer to one’s 
actions—that is, to one’s lifestyle (see Deut. 5:33; Gal. 5:16). In that regard, 
Solomon’s instruction called for careful, faithful living as the people of God. 
Just as misplaced or errant steps could prevent someone from reaching the 
place of worship, even so sinful living could make a hypocritical mockery of 
seeking to experience God’s holy presence in worship. 

The idea behind Solomon’s command implies that worshipers decide how 
they will approach God in worship. Often this decision concerns the attitude 
behind worship as much as the actions themselves. The injunction calls for 
worshipers to come into God’s presence with sincere reverence, because 
wherever God manifests His presence is holy ground (see Ex. 3:4-6). 

When coming into the manifest presence of God in worship, it is better 
to approach in obedience than to offer the sacrifice as fools do. This 
instruction is similar in meaning to the prophetic word delivered by Samuel to 
a disobedient, presumptive King Saul: “Look: to obey is better than sacrifice, 
to pay attention is better than the fat of rams. For rebellion is like the sin of 
divination, and defiance is like wickedness and idolatry” (1 Sam. 15:22b-23a; 
compare Ps. 51:16-17; Jer. 7:22-23; Hos. 6:6; Matt. 9:13). Although the 
translation better to approach … than to offer has some of the markings of the 
“better than” proverb form (see Eccl. 4:13), other Bible translations give the 
two infinitives the force of an additional command building on guard your 
steps. In other words, the best way to guard one’s steps in approaching God in 
worship is to faithfully and consistently obey Him in daily living. 

The Hebrew word rendered obedience literally means “to hear with an intent 
to obey what is heard.” It is the same word that appears at the beginning of 
Deuteronomy 6:4-5 (the Shema), a passage that Jesus later declared was the 
most important commandment in the law (see Mark 12:28-29). The term 
has the sense of effective listening. A wise believer will be alert and sensitive 
regarding the songs, prayers, and sermons in a worship service. God’s people 
should worship with anticipation that God will speak to them through His 
Word and those who proclaim it. God’s people then must listen carefully to 
the message from God. Finally, they must obey what God says.
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The biblical concept of foolishness goes beyond silliness; it usually refers 
to more serious, self-destructive (even sinful) behavior. Thus, Solomon 
described people who offer foolish sacrificial worship as those who 
ignorantly do wrong (“consider not that they do evil,” KJV). The Hebrew 
word translated wrong is an adjective denoting moral deficiencies that cause 
injury to oneself or others. Here the term applies to behavior in worship that 
does not meet God’s standard. Such behavior harms both the person who 
acts in such a fashion as well as those who worship together with him or her. 
This is why a believer cannot legitimately claim, “My actions do not impact 
anyone but me.” Each believer’s foolish actions chip away bits and pieces of 
the spiritual foundation of the entire congregation.

VERSE 2

Do not be hasty to speak, and do not be impulsive to make a 
speech before God. God is in heaven and you are on earth, so let 
your words be few. 
Ecclesiastes 5:1 focuses on people’s approaching God to worship Him—
whether in coming to “the house of God” or in carrying out worship rituals 
there such as offering “the sacrifice.” In verse two, Solomon appeared to be 
focusing on approaching God through the gift of prayer and the making of 
vows. Both verses emphasize one overarching reality: the Lord alone is God, 
and we human beings are not; we are His creatures (see Ps. 100:3). God is 
fundamentally and sovereignly above His creation, including human beings 
who are made in His image. Solomon expressed this fundamental reality in 
Ecclesiastes 5:2 when he declared, God is in heaven and you are on earth. 
This reality should inform and govern all of our efforts to make a speech 
before God.

Solomon’s first guideline for prayer and vow-making is to not be hasty 
to speak. The Hebrew verb rendered be hasty (“be … rash,” KJV; ESV; “be  
quick” NIV) often carries the meaning “to be troubled or afraid.” Fear can 
lead people to say troubling things or make foolish promises. Consider, for 
example, the so-called “foxhole prayers” that soldiers make when they are in 
danger on the battlefield. However, soldiers aren’t the only ones who make 
rash vows to God in fearful situations. It is truly a temptation “common to 
humanity” (1 Cor. 10:13). 

The phrase do not be impulsive is parallel in meaning yet provides 
additional insight to the overall command. The verb rendered be impulsive 
(“be hasty,” KJV; ESV; NIV) emphasizes speaking quickly without due 
consideration of the collateral damage that might be caused by what is 
said. Proverbs 15:28 admonishes, “The mind of the righteous person thinks 
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before answering, but the mouth of the wicked blurts out evil things.” The 
New Testament adds these two pearls of wisdom: “I tell you that on the day 
of judgment people will have to account for every careless word they speak” 
(Matt. 12:36). “Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so 
that you may know how you should answer each person” (Col. 4:6). If wisdom 
dictates thoughtfulness and grace in our conversations with other people, 
how much more should it inform and govern our prayers to God?

Ecclesiastes 5:2 closes with the counsel to let your words be few. 
Proverbs 10:19 offers a similar word of wisdom: “When there are many 
words, sin is unavoidable, but the one who controls his lips is prudent.” 
Meaningless human chatter does not move God to respond (see Matt. 6:7). 
Jesus warned against praying in a manner to impress other people rather 
than to communicate with God (see Matt. 6:5; Luke 20:47). On the other 
hand, neither Solomon’s warning nor other biblical passages on prayer should 
be understood to prohibit congregational prayer or expressing one’s deepest 
feelings in private prayer (see Luke 18:13-14).

VERSE 3

Just as dreams accompany much labor, so also a fool’s voice comes 
with many words. 
In this verse, Solomon quoted a popular proverb of the time. Although the 
application of the second half of the proverb with regard to the discussion 
of guarding one’s speech is clear, the meaning of the first half of the proverb 
remains uncertain. At the heart of the uncertainty is the sense of the Hebrew 
word translated dreams. Does the proverb refer literally to dreams that come 
with sleep or to daydreams about great accomplishments? Indeed, the term 
may be a figurative reference to having big goals in life. All three viewpoints 
have merit; however, the association of dreams with the phrase much labor 
(“multitude of business,” KJV; “much business,” ESV; “many cares,” NIV) 
may favor the second or third views over the first view. In any case, the point 
made by the proverb is that just as big dreams are often the prelude to much 
hard work, even so the sounds of a fool’s voice are often the prelude to an 
incessant droning of many words. 

Jesus warned His disciples about babbling on in prayer “like the Gentiles, 
since they imagine they’ll be heard for their many words” (Matt. 6:7). 
A multiplicity of words—whether in one’s prayers or sacred vows—cannot 
substitute for honesty and faithful living. Ultimately, fools’ verbose 
proclamations will expose their true character and the dishonesty of 
their speech (see Prov. 26:23-28). Believers are to worship God in reverent 
obedience, listening for and heeding His Word above all.
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WHEN PROMISING (Eccl . 5:4-7)

VERSE 4

When you make a vow to God, don’t delay fulfilling it, because he 
does not delight in fools. Fulfill what you vow.  
Most vows in the Old Testament were voluntary and conditional. Either an 
individual or a group of people could enter into a vow. For example, when 
Jacob fled from his brother Esau’s promised revenge, he vowed that if the 
Lord provided for and protected him, eventually bringing him safely back 
to the promised land, then he would worship only the Lord as God (see Gen. 
28:20-21). The people of Israel made a vow when the Canaanite king of Arad 
attacked them during their journeys in the wilderness. The people promised 
God that if He gave them victory in a crucial battle, they would completely 
destroy this pagan king’s army and his cities (see Num. 21:2-3).

Solomon recognized in Ecclesiastes 5:5 the temptation to make a vow 
to God but then for various reasons delay fulfilling it. Solomon warned 
that such procrastination was foolish. And God does not delight in (“has 
no pleasure in,” ESV; NIV) fools. The Hebrew word rendered fools does not 
suggest mental deficiency but rather a practice of making bad decisions with 
destructive outcomes. 

Truth is so elemental to God’s character that Jesus said, “I am the 
truth” (John 14:6). Likewise, Jesus taught that truth should therefore 
be foundational to His followers’ character. Their integrity should be so 
trustworthy that their word needed no oath (see Matt. 5:37; Jas. 5:12). 
Failure to keep one’s promise to an all-knowing God is utterly absurd.

VERSE 5

Better that you do not vow than that you vow and not fulfill it. 
The previous verse concluded with a command to fulfill one’s vows. Since 
vows were typically voluntary commitments, people needed to enter into 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Ecclesiastes 5:1. What are some practical ways that believers 
can guard their steps as they approach God’s house for worship? Why is 
a life of obedience important for the believer not only at God’s house but 
also in places and times other than at church? 
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them seriously, but never frivolously. In this regard, then, Solomon warned 
that it is better that you do not vow than that you vow and not fulfill it. 

The Hebrew verb rendered fulfill comes from the same root word as the 
noun translated “peace” (Hebrew, shalom). Interestingly, it is the same root 
word from which the name “Solomon” was formed. The word’s foundational 
meaning is “to be in a covenant of peace.” The biblical concept of peace refers 
to completeness—a wholeness that comes from being in right relationship 
with God. Failing to fulfill a vow to God equates to lying and thus to breaking 
the covenant of peace. God cannot and does not ignore such dishonesty. 

VERSE 6

Do not let your mouth bring guilt on you, and do not say in the 
presence of the messenger that it was a mistake. Why should God 
be angry with your words and destroy the work of your hands?
Refusing to fulfill a vow brought guilt on the one who foolishly made the 
vow. Further, it was unacceptable in God’s eyes to claim that it was a 
mistake. The messenger mentioned here is unclear but may have referred 
to a temple official who was responsible to collect the proceeds of the vow 
at its completion. Solomon posed a rhetorical question at the end of verse 6 
to emphasize that lying to the Lord (by failing to keep a vow) would have 
serious consequences (see Acts 5:1-5). 

VERSE 7

For many dreams bring futility; so do many words. 
Therefore, fear God. 
Dreams never turned into action only bring futility. Similarly, many words 
are nothing more than empty air if they are not the catalyst for obedient 
living. Therefore, Solomon’s conclusive word in regard to prayers and vows is 
to fear God. Fearing God in the Scriptures refers to living one’s life with a 
deep awareness of and reverence for who He is. Once again, Solomon’s faith 
rose to the surface of his thinking. So should it be for us as well! 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Worship” on pages 1670–1672 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are some vows that 
people might fulfill as they worship in God’s house? Why is it better not to 
make a vow than to make one you don’t intend to keep?
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Where Is the Balance?
The wise person realizes God offers wisdom to the imperfect .

Two Christian men worked in a corporate office in which many other employees 
worked as well. These two men openly acknowledged their Christian faith 
when asked. One believer was quite vocal about his faith. He talked often 
about the gospel with other employees. In fact, he spent so much time talking 
about his faith that he frequently fell behind on job schedules or overlooked 
important design considerations on his assigned business projects. 

The other Christian was meticulous in every detail of his job. He often 
toiled long hours for days on end to complete unnecessary tasks. When 
asked why he did this, he boasted that it was his Christian duty to produce 
impeccable work. Even his casual conversations with others revolved around 
job-related topics. He mentioned the gospel or his faith only when asked 
specifically about them.

Both men may have been in need of further wisdom in their endeavors. 
Each needed to find a better balance in his life. The first believer admirably 
embraced the Christ-given mission for believers to share the gospel with 
others. But he failed to realize that his lax and incomplete work record 
negatively impacted his efforts to share the gospel. The second believer 
displayed the biblical ideal of doing one’s work as unto the Lord. But he failed 
to realize that his workaholic approach negatively impacted other important 
life commitments, such as to his family and his Lord.

In this session’s Bible passage, we will examine what Solomon learned 
about avoiding extremes and finding balance in life. The session emphasizes 
that the wise person realizes God offers wisdom to the imperfect.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
ECCLESIASTES 7:1–8:17

Solomon had lived an auspicious life. The early years of his reign were a time 
of peace and prosperity in Israel. As an additional blessing, God granted 

Session 11   |   Ecclesiastes 7:11-22
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Solomon the gift of great wisdom. His keen insight and wise judgments 
became legendary not only in Israel but also in faraway lands. Over time, 
however, Solomon began to engage in foolish behavior. His extravagant 
lifestyle no longer conformed to the terms of God’s covenant.

Late in his reign, Solomon appears to have realized the futility of a foolish 
lifestyle. In the Book of Ecclesiastes, he wrote about the life lessons he had 
learned the hard way—by experience. One crucial lesson he learned was 
that God’s perfect wisdom is the best guide for living in an imperfect world. 
Ecclesiastes 7:1-10 contains a list of wise sayings. These sayings were designed 
to stimulate the pursuit of wisdom rather than foolish living. In Ecclesiastes 
7:11-14, Solomon reflected on the realities of prosperity and adversity in one’s 
life. He concluded that a truly wise person finds security in God’s sovereignty.

Ecclesiastes 7:15-18 addresses the false idea that excessive religious 
activity makes a person righteous. The verses also warn that wicked behavior 
has tragic consequences. Fearing God is the real key to cultivating a godly 
lifestyle. God’s people should be wise about their religious duties, taking 
them seriously without rejecting the enjoyment of good things God has 
provided for His covenant people.

In Ecclesiastes 7:19-22, Solomon acknowledged that all people sin. An 
awareness of one’s sinfulness generates clarity and wisdom. This awareness 
enables people to appreciate one another despite our human frailties. Such 
wisdom is critical for human society to thrive as God intended. Solomon 
shared some of his conclusions in 7:23-29. He noted that many paths lead to 
foolish living. In contrast, wisdom’s course is narrow and difficult to maintain. 

Solomon urged submission to the government as the right thing to do 
(Eccl. 8:1-6). Living in a world where evil seems to be winning is challenging. 
The injustices of the world can generate doubt in the believer’s mind. Solomon 
instructed God’s people to persist in pleasing God (8:7-17).

EXPLORE THE TEXT
ACCEPT IT (Eccl . 7:11-14)

Solomon reminded God’s people that the wise will accept whatever God 
allots for them, realizing that God’s sovereign plan will ultimately prevail.

VERSE 11

Wisdom is as good as an inheritance and an advantage to those 
who see the sun, 
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Solomon returned to the advantage of wisdom over other assets. Here 
the comparison is to an inheritance. The term inheritance denotes wealth 
that heirs receive not necessarily from their labor but as a result of their 
relationship to a benefactor. Nevertheless, inherited wealth can give people 
certain advantages in life. Solomon concluded that having true wisdom is 
every bit as advantageous in life as receiving a large inheritance—if not more 
so. He explained his reasoning in the next verse.

VERSE 12

because wisdom is protection as silver is protection; but the 
advantage of knowledge is that wisdom preserves the life 
of its owner. 
Solomon explained that wisdom provides protection just as silver (“money,” 
KJV; ESV; NIV) is protection. The Hebrew word rendered protection refers 
literally to a shadow or the shade of a large tree. The idea is that of being 
sheltered or protected from the blazing sun or pelting rain. Solomon 
acknowledged that having a lot of money can give people a certain level of 
protection against some of life’s dangers. For example, with enough money 
a person can build a house that provides literal shelter from the sun’s heat or 
the storm’s wind and rain. 

On the other hand, wisdom has an added advantage (“excellency,” KJV) 
in that it preserves the life of its owner. Money can easily be wasted and 
lost through foolish living. Moreover, wealth in itself cannot guard against 
a rich person’s contracting a disease or having a fatal accident. By contrast, 
the person who has true wisdom can be a better steward of his or her wealth 
and can, through wise and healthy lifestyle habits, generally enjoy a longer 
life expectancy. This is not to suggest that wise Christians never get sick 
and die or never have fatal accidents. Ecclesiastes, like the Book of Proverbs, 
presents scenarios of both wisdom and foolishness that are typically true in 
human experience (life under the sun). And the overwhelming conclusion is 
that true wisdom produces better results than foolishness every time!

VERSE 13

Consider the work of God, for who can straighten out what he has 
made crooked? 
Although Solomon cited the advantage that wisdom has over wealth, he did 
not deny that having possessions, including money, played a role in human 
life on earth. Neither did he change topics when he penned Ecclesiastes 7:13. 
Nevertheless, Bible scholars have understood this verse in various ways. 
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Some scholars have noted the similarity of this verse with Ecclesiastes 
1:15 and with a line in an ancient Babylonian document. These scholars 
understand the verse to emphasize that human beings are destined to a life 
of endless effort without tangible results. Other scholars take the verse to 
emphasize that God allows affliction into people’s lives in order to test them. 
A third view—in my judgment the most reasonable interpretation of the 
verse—emphasizes that human beings cannot overrule God’s sovereignty 
and divine order in His creation. No amount of wealth and no level of earthly 
(human) wisdom can alter God’s sovereign activity (the work of God). 

VERSE 14

In the day of prosperity be joyful, but in the day of adversity, 
consider: God has made the one as well as the other, so that no 
one can discover anything that will come after him. 
A wise person knows how to respond to (and not overreact to) both good 
times and bad times. The words in the day of prosperity be joyful (“when 
times are good, be happy,” NIV) signify the appropriateness of graciously 
enjoying life’s blessings. We do not have to feel guilty for receiving pay for 
good, honest work or for wisely investing our savings to build up a healthy 
retirement income. Certainly we should keep at the forefront of our minds 
that “every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the 
Father of lights” (Jas. 1:17). And absolutely we should cultivate an attitude of 
generosity toward others who are in need (see Prov. 22:9; Acts 20:35). Both of 
these attitudes will only enhance one’s joy in the day of prosperity.

Similarly, the wise believer responds in a balanced way in the day of 
adversity (“when times are bad,” NIV). The Hebrew word translated adversity 
literally means “evil”—but in this context it emphasizes more the idea of 
something harmful rather than something morally wicked. Solomon urged 
God’s people to consider that God has made the one (prosperity) as well 
as the other (adversity). This teaching is consistent with Job’s remarkable 
statement to his wife after having lost everything, including his health: 
“Should we accept only good from God and not adversity?” (Job 2:10). 
It corresponds as well with the apostle Paul’s declaration in Philippians 
4:12-13: “I know how to make do with little, and I know how to make do 
with a lot. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being 
content—whether well fed or hungry, whether in abundance or in need. I am 
able to do all things through him who strengthens me.” 

Traumatic change can occur suddenly without warning. History affirms 
this reality. On December 7, 1941, throughout the continental United States, 
people attended church, read newspapers, and went about their normal 
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Sunday morning routines, oblivious to the reality that Japanese bombers 
were winging their way toward Pearl Harbor. On that day, however, the United 
States was plunged into the bloody and difficult years of World War II. For 
all citizens, especially the families who committed young men and women 
as well as treasure to the cause of victory, those were days of much adversity. 
We may not understand why some adversity occurs, but we can trust God. 
Believers can be sure that God’s plans for them are always best.

FIND BALANCE (Eccl . 7:15-18)

Solomon called for God’s people to approach life with a wise realism, avoiding 
the extremes of moral self-righteousness on one hand or foolishness on 
the other hand. He emphasized that we should not view ourselves as being 
righteous apart from God.

VERSE 15

In my futile life I have seen everything: someone righteous 
perishes in spite of his righteousness, and someone wicked lives 
long in spite of his evil. 
Solomon had begun his reign in righteousness and zeal for the Lord God. 
When God gave him the privilege of asking for any gift, Solomon asked for 
wisdom to lead God’s people (see 1 Kings 3:7-9). Later, he built and dedicated 
a magnificent temple to the Lord in Jerusalem (see 1 Kings 6:37-38; 8:62-63). 
Eventually, though, Solomon drifted from his devotion to the Lord and failed 
to follow all of the Lord’s commands. He acquired a large harem, marrying 
many royal women from the surrounding idolatrous nations. He loved some 
of these wives more than he loved the Lord, and he built temples for them 
that were dedicated to their pagan deities (see 1 Kings 11:1-6). 

Since it was likely during his old age that Solomon wrote the Book of 
Ecclesiastes, we can see the damage that spiritual compromise had on 
his view of life. He now described his life experience as my futile life. The 
Hebrew term rendered futile (“vanity,” KJV; “vain,” ESV; “meaningless,” NIV) 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Inheritance” on pages 799–800 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. In your view, how is 
wisdom as good as an inheritance? How do you distinguish between a time 
to accept your situation in life and a time to seek improvement? 
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literally depicts the momentary vapor seen when a person exhales on a frosty 
morning. Thus, Solomon now viewed his life as brief and of no real substance.

Solomon went on to say that he had seen some things during his life that 
only added to his sense of futility. He had seen someone righteous perish in 
spite of his righteousness. Conversely, he had also seen someone wicked 
live a long life in spite of his evil (“wickedness, KJV; NIV). To fully appreciate 
Solomon’s point here, it should be understood in the context of Israelite 
theology as taught in the Mosaic law. In particular, Deuteronomy 28–30 
presents the expected blessings of obedience and curses of disobedience. The 
passage culminates in 30:17-20 with these words: “But if your heart turns 
away and you do not listen and you are led astray to bow in worship to other 
gods and serve them, I tell you today that you will certainly perish and will 
not prolong your days in the land you are entering to possess across the 
Jordan. I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you today that I have 
set before you life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life so that you and 
your descendants may live, love the Lord your God, obey him, and remain 
faithful to him. For he is your life, and he will prolong your days as you live in 
the land the Lord your God sword to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob.” Solomon had seen examples of a different reality occurring—
righteous people dying young and wicked people living long. His own 
unfaithfulness, however, had twisted his understanding of God’s promises.

VERSE 16

Don’t be excessively righteous, and don’t be overly wise. Why 
should you destroy yourself? 
At first glance, Ecclesiastes 7:16 may seem troubling to believers. Why would 
the Scriptures teach us not to be excessively righteous (“righteous over 
much,” KJV) or overly wise (“too wise,” ESV)? It is important to employ 
sound hermeneutic principles when interpreting the Scriptures, particularly 
verses such as this one. Such principles include understanding a verse 
in its immediate context and then relating it to other similarly-themed 
passages that offer a fuller biblical understanding. Therefore, answering two 
important questions will yield helpful insight for an accurate understanding 
of this verse’s meaning. First, what is the context in which Solomon spoke? 
Second, what does the rest of Bible say on this matter?

According to the theology of Solomon’s time, righteousness was gained 
through compliance with the law. However, people struggled to comply 
perfectly with every nuance of the law. Solomon had learned through his 
own spiritual failures and frustrating investigations that perfection was 
impossible. Furthermore, living righteously did not always prevent suffering 
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or death. He thus concluded that hypocritical claims of perfect righteousness 
were empty boasts, not reality. The phrase excessively righteous refers, then, 
not to the pursuit through faith of a right relationship with God but to the 
futile efforts of legalistic self-righteousness. Righteousness by faith, not 
works, is borne out in the rest of Scripture in passages such as Proverbs 3:5-6, 
Habakkuk 2:4, Romans 3:22-26, and Ephesians 2:8-10—to name only a few.

The question Why should you destroy yourself? is rhetorical. It implies 
that pursuing unattainable goals as a means of saving oneself will end in 
failure and in the process produce more harm than good. Solomon was not 
giving people freedom to live in sin but rather was calling on people to be 
sensible in their relationship with God. The early Christian church reached 
a similar conclusion at the Jerusalem Council (see Acts 15:6-21). True 
righteousness can only be found through faith in Christ alone.

VERSE 17

Don’t be excessively wicked, and don’t be foolish. Why should you 
die before your time? 
This verse focuses on the same truth as the previous verse but from the 
opposite angle. The words don’t be excessively wicked should not be 
understood to imply that some sinning is OK as long as it isn’t too much. 
The Hebrew word translated wicked refers to thoughts, words, or deeds 
that are contrary to God’s nature and are thus injurious to the harmony of 
God’s people. 

Similarly, Solomon urged God’s people not to be foolish. Note that he 
did not use a qualifying word such as excessively or “overly” with this term. 
Acting foolishly in any degree reveals intellectual and spiritual irrationality. 
Sadly, one foolish act can have a devastating result: you might die before 
your time. The human desire to live directs the believer to consider behavior 
that might lead to a premature death. Therefore, the paradox that Solomon 
observed in Ecclesiastes 7:15 does not mean that when the wicked live a long 
life they have escaped punishment. Neither does a brief life necessarily imply 
that a person will have a lack of eternal rewards.

VERSE 18

It is good that you grasp the one and do not let the other slip 
from your hand. For the one who fears God will end up with 
both of them. 
This verse was intended to clarify any misunderstanding created by the 
previous verses. The first sentence exhibits some of the characteristics found 
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in the synonymous parallelism of ancient Hebrew poetry. In this technique, 
the second line repeats the first line using synonyms. Hence, the verb 
grasp and the statement do not let the other slip from your hand have 
a common meaning. God’s people are to take hold of His righteousness, not 
our excessive self-righteousness, and His wisdom, not worldly wisdom (see 
7:16). The way to do this is made clear in the second part of verse 18: the 
one who fears God will end up with both of them. Fearing God involves 
recognizing God’s presence and trusting in Him. Living by faith in God 
requires true wisdom and results in true righteousness.

Solomon admonished his readers to combine legitimate religion with 
enjoying the good things in life. Paul set forth an analogous admonition to 
the church in Thessalonica (1 Thess. 4:9-12). Believers are to live reasonable 
and balanced lives. While our individual assignments may vary, whenever 
possible Christians should live quiet lives characterized by godly love.

ACKNOWLEDGE SIN (Eccl . 7:19-22)

Solomon explained that all humans are in need of God’s wisdom since no one 
is perfect. He reminded God’s people not to be overcome by every negative 
criticism others might make against them, knowing that they too have at 
times made unfair criticisms of others. 

VERSE 19

Wisdom makes the wise person stronger than ten rulers of a city. 
Here again it is crucial to understand this verse in the context of what 
Solomon said in the previous verses. Verses 16-18 focused on the obtaining 
of true righteousness and wisdom by fearing God. Verses 19-20 emphasize 
the universal sinful nature of humanity. The acquisition of true wisdom in 
this life does not fully eliminate sin; even the wise person can falter and 
commit sins—as Solomon knew all too well. Nevertheless, people must live 
in the real world. The phrase ten rulers (“mighty men” KJV) of a city refers 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Why do you think Jesus confronted so boldly and harshly the Pharisees 
of His day—who were popularly considered to be among the most 
righteous members of first-century Jewish society? What are some 
dangers for believers today if they embrace extreme righteousness 
(self-righteousness)?
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to men who exercise political and social control over others. Some scholars 
compare these rulers with the council of elders who later governed Greek 
cities. The thinking behind such an approach to governance emphasized that 
having multiple rulers provided better leadership than having a single ruler. 

Of course, a multi-person council of leaders does not always guarantee 
better outcomes. A majority vote can sometimes be wrong. Consider, for 
example, the group of twelve scouts that Moses sent into the promised 
land (see Num. 13). Ten of the twelve scouts came back to recommend that 
the Israelites must not try to take the land because the walled cities were 
too strong. They displayed a lack of faith in God and thus made a decision 
that caused great harm to the entire Israelite congregation. Centuries after 
this debacle, Solomon reminded God’s people that true wisdom was more 
valuable in life than being part of a faithless majority.

VERSE 20

There is certainly no one righteous on the earth who does good 
and never sins. 
Genuine wisdom also precludes arrogance. This verse reminds us that 
despite personal achievement or human commendation, the wise person is 
still a sinner (see Rom. 3:23). In Romans 3:10-18, Paul drew from several 
Old Testament verses, including Ecclesiastes 7:20, to demonstrate that both 
Gentiles and Jews are sinners in God’s sight. Even a wise man can fall into sin. 
Solomon should have heeded his own warning here. He imposed forced labor 
on the people of Israel (see 1 Kings. 9:15-23). When he died, this practice led 
to a civil war and the division of the kingdom (see 1 Kings 12:3-4).

VERSE 21

Don’t pay attention to everything people say, or you may hear 
your servant cursing you, 
In Ecclesiastes 7:21-22, Solomon utilized a single illustration to emphasize 
that everyone sins, thereby rejecting a leader’s potential smugness. The Bible 
frequently illustrates the sinful nature of humanity by focusing on human 
speech. In fact, according to James 3:1-12, the tongue (as representing the 
ability to speak) is simultaneously an extremely sinful organ and the most 
difficult part of the human body to control. There are so many ways to sin 
when we speak. 

At times, people gossip (see Prov. 18:8; 26:22). Here Solomon warned 
against paying too much attention to everything people say about us. 
Instead of hearing complements, we may hear condemnation. The complaints 
may even arise within our own families! Everyone speaks rashly on occasion 
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(see Prov. 12:18). God’s wisdom keeps us on course by instructing us to make 
allowances for those who speak unkindly of us. Likewise, it enables us not to 
speak in anger but rather consider how God wants us to respond.

In the context of discussing leadership, wise leaders listen to God more 
than to popular opinion. Leaders who seek to appease everyone and please 
the masses are often doomed to help no one. Some successful leaders might 
imagine they are righteous apart from God’s grace. They may not deliberately 
depart from sound doctrine, but they listen too attentively to the praise of 
other people and eventually become conceited. In Solomon’s own case, his 
sensual cravings caused him to listen to his foreign wives instead of God (see 
1 Kings. 11:1-13). However, genuine righteousness is unattainable without 
trusting in God.

VERSE 22

for in your heart you know that many times you yourself have 
cursed others. 
The verb rendered cursed means “to speak with the intent of lowering 
someone’s status.” The term certainly includes faultfinding but cannot be 
limited to that. Wise people do not obsess over those who complain about 
them, realizing that they themselves have done their share of complaining 
about others. They are no better than the person who made them objects 
of scorn. So they are not in a position to correct those they hear that are 
complaining about them.

In summary, human society is composed of sinful people, because all 
people are sinners. Consequently, human society needs wise leaders to govern 
us. In personal relationships, people must accept that everyone is a sinner 
and so accept each other for who that person is in Christ. Human acceptance, 
however, is not sufficient. All people are sinners and, therefore, are in need of 
God’s forgiveness, grace, and wisdom through faith in Jesus Christ.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Ecclesiastes 7:20. How can believers properly distinguish 
between the need to regularly confess their sins to God but reject 
unwarranted negative criticism other people might give them? How do 
you respond to the promise in 1 John 1:9 that God is faithful to forgive and 
cleanse believers who confess their sins?
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Facing Death?
The wise person gratefully lives all the days he or she is granted .

During the years I served as pastor of a church in Columbus, Georgia, I also 
regularly taught a Bible study group at a nearby nursing home. At the first 
session I taught there, an elderly woman parked her motorized wheelchair 
very close to my podium. She happened to be a member of the church I served 
and was at that time 104 years old. I had been at the church only a few weeks, 
so this was my first visit to the facility. She looked up at me and softly asked, 
“Are you my pastor?” A big smile appeared when I responded, “Yes, ma’am, 
I am your new pastor.” After the session, she grinned at me and said, “I didn’t 
hear a word you said, but I sure did enjoy it!” She had experienced profound 
joy in simply being present when her pastor taught a Bible study. 

Joy is a choice that God’s people can make regardless of age, physical health, 
marital status, financial means, family proximity, geographical location, or 
any other external factor. Like this saintly lady who enjoyed a Bible study she 
could barely hear, we as believers can choose to enjoy our God-given lives 
even in difficult times. Psalm 90:10 says, “Our lives last seventy years or, if 
we are strong, eighty years. Even the best of them are struggle and sorrow; 
indeed, they pass quickly and we fly away.”  

In this session, we will examine Solomon’s counsel regarding how God’s 
people can best approach the time they have left to live on this earth. God 
determines the length of our lifespans according to His purposes. Therefore, 
we should be grateful for the time He grants us and enjoy that time in 
a manner that pleases Him.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
ECCLESIASTES 9:1–10:20

In Ecclesiastes 9:1-10, Solomon counseled God’s people to enjoy life for the 
gift from God that it is. Life is relatively brief, and death for all is a certainty. 
Life frequently is filled with difficulties. Even so, life is preferable to death. 

Session 12   |   Ecclesiastes 9:1-10
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Therefore, Solomon encouraged people to use their remaining time wisely 
before it was too late (9:4-6). This included using what God has provided each 
person in order to enjoy life (9:7-10). Life is too short to waste the time that 
God has allotted an individual.

Ecclesiastes 9:11-18 points out the limitations of wisdom. As a monarch, 
Solomon routinely studied the military campaigns of contemporary rulers. One 
example provided unexpected insight into wisdom. An unidentified king led a 
powerful army against an insignificant town. An obscure but wise citizen of 
the town rescued the community. Despite the rescue, however, the wise man’s 
fame faded into oblivion because of his poverty. To Solomon, this example 
showed that people too often have a tendency to concentrate on misleading 
factors. Popular opinion often exalts fools and marginalizes the wise.

Ecclesiastes 10:1-20 warns about folly. Failure to cover a container of 
perfume can lead to the ruin of its contents. Similarly, little tasks may seem 
unimportant but turn out in the end to determine the course of one’s life 
(10:1-4). All levels of society, from the poorest to the wealthiest, can be guilty 
of folly (10:5-7). Mundane labor may have a variety of dangers. Preparation is 
essential to achieve success in completing a task (10:8-11). Solomon concluded 
this segment with some examples of foolish and wise living (10:12-20).

EXPLORE THE TEXT
SOBER TRUTH (Eccl . 9:1-3)

Solomon shared that all people will die (physically) regardless of their level 
of human righteousness or of wickedness. He also noted that all people have 
evil in their hearts.

VERSE 1

Indeed, I took all this to heart and explained it all: The righteous, 
the wise, and their works are in God’s hands. People don’t know 
whether to expect love or hate. Everything lies ahead of them. 
The translation I took all this to heart (“all this I laid to heart,” ESV; 
“I reflected on all this,” NIV) literally reads “all this I gave unto my heart.” The 
ancient Israelites considered the heart to be the place not only of emotions 
but also of decision making. This is understandable in that making crucial 
life decisions usually affects a person’s cardiovascular system. The heart rate 
increases; one’s blood pressure rises. What Solomon specifically took to heart 
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and explained (“to declare,” KJV; “examining,” ESV; “concluded,” NIV) were 
all of the principles and applications he had discussed in the previous chapter. 
At the same time, the statement may be a general conclusion regarding 
the first eight chapters that included the reports of his investigations. The 
bottom-line conclusion for Solomon was that the one true and sovereign 
God determines the beginning, end, and outcomes of all human beings’ 
lives. While this conclusion might seem pessimistic and bleak at first glance, 
Solomon was on the verge of articulating truths that later were central to the 
apostle Paul’s teachings on law, grace, election, and sovereignty. 

In Scripture, the term righteous refers primarily to being in right 
standing with God and secondarily with living in a manner consistent 
with that relationship. The phrase the wise likely refers not to a second 
distinct group of people but to a secondary characteristic of those who are 
righteous. The term their works points to the actions and attitudes of the 
same righteous and wise people. The life of Job provides an example of the 
kind of person Solomon described here. The Bible describes Job as “a man 
of complete integrity, who feared God and turned away from evil” (Job 1:1). 
Job was not sinless—only Jesus lived a sinless life (see Heb. 4:15)—but right 
conduct and wisdom were characteristic of Job’s lifestyle. 

At first glance, the statement that people don’t know whether to 
expect love or hate from God seems wildly inconsistent with the rest of 
Scripture, especially the New Testament (see John 3:16; Rom. 5:8; 8:35-39; 
1 John 4:7-11). Yet, even in the Old Testament the Lord is revealed as a God 
who is “abounding in faithful love and truth” (Ex. 34:6). 

What, then, did Solomon mean in Ecclesiastes 9:1? At times in Scripture, 
the terms love and hate refer not to emotions (as we typically use the terms) 
but to divine decisions—in other words, to the reality of sovereign election 
(see Mal. 1:2-3; Rom. 9:10-13). In this sense, then, Solomon realized that 
God’s approval (love) was not (and is not) a payment for our good works but 
rather His gracious choice of those who are rightly related to Him. 

Moreover, the fact that humanity was universally burdened under sin’s 
curse means that the righteous as well as the wicked could experience 
degrees of both tragedy and success in their lives. In this respect, people do 
not know what the next day might bring (everything lies ahead of them). 
Job, a righteous man, had no prior warning about what lay ahead for him on 
the fateful day that he lost everything (see Job 1–2).  

Human behavior does not deliver sinful people from divine wrath. We do 
not deserve and cannot earn salvation. A person can be saved only because 
God grants His grace to sinners. As Paul wrote, “For you are saved by grace 
through faith, and this is not from yourselves; it is God’s gift—not from 
works, so that no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9).
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VERSE 2

Everything is the same for everyone: There is one fate for the 
righteous and the wicked, for the good and the bad, for the clean 
and the unclean, for the one who sacrifices and the one who 
does not sacrifice. As it is for the good, so also it is for the sinner; 
as it is for the one who takes an oath, so also for the one who 
fears an oath. 
Proper comprehension of the opening statement is crucial for accurate 
interpretation of this verse. The words everything is the same for everyone 
(“all things come alike to all,” KJV; “all share a common destiny,” NIV) describe 
life “under the sun”—that is, to the human experience while alive on earth. 
Solomon was not referring to the afterlife or to rewards (or punishment) in 
the life to come. The one fate (“one event,” KJV) that will be experienced by 
all human beings—again not considering the return of Christ, which was 
not a part Solomon’s thinking in his day—is physical death.

Solomon recognized, of course, the contrasting characteristics in the 
way human beings lived. Those contrasts included, the righteous and the 
wicked … the good and the bad … the clean and the unclean, as well 
as the one who sacrifices and the one who does not sacrifice. Righteous 
designates people whose conduct reveals they are right with God; conversely, 
the wicked are not right with God. The character traits of good and clean are 
further descriptions of the righteous, whereas the contrasting traits of bad 
(“evil,” ESV) and unclean further describe the wicked. Israel’s law specified 
clearly the distinctions between clean and unclean animals as well as clean 
and unclean activities and conditions (see Lev. 11–15). The phrase one who 
sacrifices may refer either to participating in temple worship or to taking 
religious vows or oaths. In either case, Solomon’s point was that none of 
these distinctions exempted any human being from experiencing the one 
fate that all human beings will face—physical death.

VERSE 3

This is an evil in all that is done under the sun: there is one fate 
for everyone. In addition, the hearts of people are full of evil, 
and madness is in their hearts while they live; after that they 
go to the dead. 
Once more, the phrase under the sun refers to life in this world. Sometimes 
the expression emphasizes events that occur during one’s lifetime, but 
here it encompasses the entirety of human history. The term rendered evil 
often applies to anything that harms a person, such as a physical injury. 
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Hence, the word typically refers to the opposite of that which is good. In 
this verse, however, the term likely has a more sinister sense, referring to 
anything that is contrary to God’s revealed wisdom. As such, it harks back 
to God’s warning that death was certain if Adam ate from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil (see Gen. 2:16-17; 3:22-24). 

Since Solomon’s generation, with only one exception (see 2 Kings 2:1-12), 
everyone from that generation down to the present has died. So again, the 
one fate is physical death. Veiled within the reality of physical death is the 
bleaker forewarning of spiritual death and eternal separation from God. 
Tragically, humanity ignores God’s warnings and occupies their limited time 
on earth with more evil! Few turn to God. This is true madness.  

Since the fall of Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden, physical death has 
been the fate of every human being. However, one Person died yet rose from 
the dead on the third day after His death. His name is Jesus, and He is alive 
forevermore! His resurrection empowers those who trust in Him to receive 
eternal life (see John 11:25-26). Although people still die physically, those 
who have been saved by grace through faith enjoy the promise of resurrection 
to everlasting life. Every human being must prepare for death. The wise way 
to prepare is to put one’s faith in Christ for new life now and everlasting life 
in heaven in the life to come.

SEEK LIFE (Eccl . 9:4-6)

Solomon asserted that in light of the certainty of physical death, God’s people 
should realize the preciousness of life. While people are alive, there is hope of 
finding purpose and reward.

VERSE 4

But there is hope for whoever is joined with all the living, since 
a live dog is better than a dead lion. 
Solomon concluded that although all human beings face the same fate 
(physical death), it was better to be alive than dead. He stated his premise 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Revelation of God” on pages 1351–1353 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What features of 
God’s nature are most challenging for you to understand? What features 
are most comforting or encouraging to you in your current situation?
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using a vivid, if crude, proverb: a live dog is better than a dead lion. In 
Israel during the tenth century BC, dogs were not generally viewed as “man’s 
best friend.” Just the opposite was true. Most people in fact viewed dogs 
with contempt, considering them to be wild, filthy scavengers that roamed 
in dangerous packs. For this reason, the people of Israel in biblical times 
applied the term dog to anyone they wanted to insult or discredit (see 2 Sam. 
3:8; Prov. 26:11; Phil. 3:2; Rev. 22:15). Nevertheless, a live dog could still 
function and some of them might be trained to serve a helpful purpose, such 
as guarding. By contrast, the regal, mighty lion could do nothing, helpful or 
otherwise, if it was dead! 

Slightly smaller than African lions, the lions that roamed the ancient 
Near East were nonetheless powerful and terrifying predators, easily capable 
of killing livestock and humans. However, the carcass of a dead lion was 
completely helpless. Instead of killing and eating prey, it was consumed by 
scavengers, worms, and other vermin. Therefore, Solomon’s proverb meant 
that it was better to be despised and lowly yet still alive than to have lost 
both status and capacity to do anything as a result of death.

The phrase whoever is joined with all the living refers to people who 
are still alive. The Hebrew word rendered hope means “to feel secure, to be 
unconcerned.” As a rule, people prefer that which is known to that which is 
unknown. People who are alive at least know what is happening to them and 
around them. What the living do not know by experience is what happens 
when one is dead. Conventional human wisdom could only observe that 
the dead no longer were animated in any way. They didn’t breathe, move, 
see, or speak. In time, the corpses of the dead decayed, leaving only dirt and 
disconnected bones. Having no clear understanding of the afterlife, Solomon 
thus pronounced that as long as someone was alive, there was hope. 

Today, divine revelation recorded in the New Testament discloses that the 
believer’s state after death is in actuality superior to the present sinful state 
of life (see John 14:1-3; Phil. 1:21). In the end, the believer’s mortal body will 
be replaced by an eternal, spiritual body (see 2 Cor. 5:1-5). Believers will live 
forevermore in the presence of the Lord. Without dispute, then, heaven is 
superior to earth in every way. Nonetheless, God created human beings with 
the will to live. Moreover, the believer realizes that physical life in the present 
provides additional opportunities to serve Christ (see Phil. 1:22). We should 
take care of our physical bodies so that we can better render that service. 

VERSE 5

For the living know that they will die, but the dead don’t know 
anything. There is no longer a reward for them because the 
memory of them is forgotten. 

125Se ssion 12:   Facing Death?

© 2021 LifeWay Christian Resources



Solomon’s affirmation that the living know that they will die poses 
a paradox. Having the knowledge that he eventually would die underscores his 
initial pessimistic presupposition of futility. On the other hand, knowledge 
that death is certain also provides a rationale for hope. Since death has not 
yet terminated their lives, the living retain the opportunity to grasp the joy 
of life and to make needed corrections in their devotion to God and behavior. 

Conversely, the words but the dead don’t know anything are not 
conjecture about the nature of human existence in the afterlife. Rather, the 
words represent the viewpoint of those still living in regard to the dead. In 
other words, to the living, the dead no longer have any awareness of, much 
less any participation in, the activities of the living. 

The word translated reward describes wages earned from performing 
a service. The dead no longer enjoy any such benefits because they do not 
perform any service for the living. Indeed, in time all memory of them is 
forgotten. Therefore, the dead don’t know anything expresses the advantage 
the living believe they have over the dead. Life is better than death because 
death strips away all of the joy derived in life and all potential for making 
improvements in behavior. Solomon’s conclusions remind us that life is brief. 
Therefore, we should enjoy the time we have and serve Christ in all we do.

VERSE 6

Their love, their hate, and their envy have already disappeared, 
and there is no longer a portion for them in all that is done under 
the sun. 
The Hebrew word for love has a wide range of meaning. It can describe 
a person’s fondness for an object, the relationship between friends, the 
romantic feelings that spouses have for each other, the passion of sexual 
desire, or God’s self-sacrificial love for His covenant people. Similarly, the 
term rendered hate also can depict a spectrum of ideas. It can describe an 
emotion ranging from simple dislike to absolute loathing. The effect of such 
an emotion is the desire to avoid all contact and to exclude any relationship. 
Thus, the two words love and hate are antonyms; they reflect antithetical 
attitudes (or actions). Therefore, in Ecclesiastes 9:6 both terms describe 
human responses to people and things. People have the power to choose or 
reject relationships and to respond to things favorably or negatively. 

The term envy (“jealousy,” NIV) also represents a strong emotion in which 
some quality, object, or person is desired, albeit inappropriately. Together, 
these three terms represent the spectrum of emotion that animates human 
behavior. Solomon’s point, however, is that the dead no longer possess 
these emotions—they have already disappeared (“perished,” KJV; ESV; 
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“vanished” NIV). These are descriptors not of the dead but of living people. 
Since they are now deceased, the dead do not have a portion. The word 
rendered portion denotes a share of a territory. In this case, the territory in 
question is denoted by the phrase under the sun. Again, this distinctive 
phrase encompasses life in this world. Here, the territory of the living 
includes the habitable land masses on the earth. All of them are the domain 
of the living. In contrast, the dead no longer occupy physical space on the 
earth’s surface. 

ENJOY (Eccl . 9:7-10)

Solomon directed God’s people to enjoy life, making the most of God’s 
provisions. He encouraged people to work hard while living, since the things 
of earth can only be enjoyed while living. 

VERSE 7

Go, eat your bread with pleasure, and drink your wine with a 
cheerful heart, for God has already accepted your works. 
While Solomon had previously referred to enjoying life in general, here he 
added particular items that are to be enjoyed. Bread was a staple part of the 
ancient Israelite diet. Wheat or barley grain would be ground into course 
flour and baked into bread. Solomon’s admonition to eat one’s bread with 
pleasure (“joy,” KJV; ESV; “gladness,” NIV) implies a conscious choice to 
appreciate the food that God has provided. The parallel statement drink 
your wine with a cheerful heart conveys the same idea. The climate and 
geography of the ancient land of Israel made wine an important beverage. 
Grapes, pomegranates, dates, and figs all grew well in the region. Even with 
limited rainfall, the dew at night was often sufficient to sustain flourishing 
vineyards. All four of these types of fruit were fermented to produce wine. 
Some Bible scholars have estimated that the alcohol content of wine in 
Solomon’s day was less than ten per cent. The Bible thus uniformly condemns 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Burial” on pages 242–244 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What hope does the New Testament 
offer to those who honestly face the reality of physical death in this life? 
How does the Bible’s message of the reality of physical death and life 
beyond the grave instruct believers for their living now?
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drunkenness and warns against the abuse of wine and other alcoholic 
beverages (see Prov. 20:1; 23:29-35). 

Solomon urged God’s people to gratefully enjoy God’s provisions for their 
physical needs. The statement that God has already accepted your works 
(“God has already approved what you do,” ESV; NIV) foreshadows the New 
Testament pronouncements “What God has made clean, do not call impure” 
(Acts 10:15), “Whoever eats, eats for the Lord, since he gives thanks to 
God” (Rom. 14:6b), and “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, 
do everything for the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). Joy is impossible apart 
from a right relationship with God. Therefore, the potential for rejoicing over 
one’s daily food and drink implies being right with God.

VERSE 8

Let your clothes be white all the time, and never let oil be lacking 
on your head. 
In this verse Solomon used additional figures of speech to refer to the 
enjoyment of life “under the sun.” Wearing clothes of white could imply 
either purity or festivity. The fragrant aroma of spiced oil on one’s head also 
symbolized joy. These activities were the antitheses of wearing sackcloth and 
putting ashes on one’s head to indicate grief and distress. When a person 
is right with God and appreciates the blessings He gives to His people, it is 
a time for celebration and rejoicing!

VERSE 9

Enjoy life with the wife you love all the days of your fleeting life, 
which has been given to you under the sun, all your fleeting days. 
For that is your portion in life and in your struggle under the sun. 
In ancient societies (just as in most cultures today), marriage was the rule, not 
the exception. Family life was (and is) a vital element in God’s purposes for life 
in this world. God created human beings as social creatures. After creating the 
first man, Adam, God declared, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will 
make a helper corresponding to him” (Gen. 2:18). In a marriage relationship, 
a godly husband and wife can become a resilient and effective team (Gen. 2:24). 
Their partnership can grow stronger and more delightful as time progresses. 
Thus, Solomon saw that one of the ways a husband could find joy was to enjoy 
life with the wife you love all the days of your fleeting life. 

The phrases rendered your fleeting life (“the life of thy vanity,” KJV; “this 
meaningless life,” NIV) and your fleeting days remind us of life’s brevity. 
The phrase your struggle under the sun indicates the harsh challenges the 

128 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e

© 2021 LifeWay Christian Resources



living often face to survive on earth. A devoted, godly wife or husband can 
make even the times of struggle in this life a thing of joy. 

VERSE 10

Whatever your hands find to do, do with all your strength, 
because there is no work, planning, knowledge, or wisdom in 
Sheol where you are going. 
Solomon urged God’s people not to miss any opportunity to enjoy being 
alive. He began with the recommendation to be grateful that God provided 
the necessities for human life (see Eccl. 9:7). Then he suggested they enjoy 
feasting (see 9:7-8). Next, they were to find joy in their family relationships, 
especially their marriages (see 9:9). In 9:10, Solomon urged people to 
recognize and enjoy the value of work. The words whatever your hands find 
to do, do with all your strength call for human beings to give wholehearted 
effort in everything they undertake, whether specifically in an occupation or 
more broadly in daily life itself.

The rationale for Solomon’s command was simple: there is no work, 
planning, knowledge, or wisdom in Sheol where you are going. The 
concept of Sheol in the Old Testament referred primarily to the grave, the 
place of the dead. In Solomon’s time, God had not yet fully revealed the 
realities of heaven and hell. Therefore, little was understood about what 
happened to people after they died. The dead no longer breathed, moved, 
saw, or spoke. Further, their bodies quickly began to decay and turn to dirt. 
For sure, the dead were no longer able to do the things associated with work.

Thankfully, the New Testament reveals a clearer and more meaningful 
future. Revelation 14:13 says, “Then I heard a voice from heaven saying, 
‘Write: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.’ ‘Yes,’ says the 
Spirit, ‘so they will rest from their labors, since their works follow them.” We 
as believers should treat life as precious, making the most of our lives for 
Christ’s glory and enjoying all of the time God allocates to us.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Ecclesiastes 9:10. Compare this verse to Paul’s message to 
servant-workers in Colossians 3:23. What are the different motivations 
given for one’s work in these two passages? Which motivation encourages  
you most in the work that you do?
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What Is Life About?
The wise person fears and obeys God .

As I write this session, I am anticipating the celebration of my seventieth 
birthday in a few days. We commonly recognize certain birthdays as being 
somewhat special. For example, a child’s first birthday typically calls for 
some kind of special celebration—even if the actual celebrating is done more 
by the child’s parents. A sixteenth birthday can take on special importance 
if it means the teenager can now obtain a driver’s license. Birthdays number 
eighteen and twenty-one can have a similar importance. When I turned 
forty years old, my two younger siblings had fun letting me know that I was 
now an old man, over the hill. Now that I am about to turn seventy, forty 
would feel like a return to adolescence. 

These birthdays divide our lives into decade-long experiences, and our 
perceptions of each decade depends on which one we are in at the time. 
Different ages pose unique challenges. When I was in my early twenties, 
I almost dropped out of attending Sunday School. I was a college student. My 
wife and I were newlyweds adjusting to married life. All the other couples 
in our Sunday School group were in their thirties. They had careers and 
multiple children. They seemed old to me at the time. Happily, our pastor 
challenged me to help start a new class for young couples. It spawned in me a 
new purpose for participating in Bible study. A decade later, I was a seminary 
student preparing to minister to people of all ages. In every stage of life, the 
most important factor is to have reverence for God and obey Him.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
ECCLESIASTES 12:1-14

In Ecclesiastes 12:1-14, Solomon concluded the report of his quest for life’s 
meaning. In verses 1-8, he described the physical and psychological changes 
that occur in old age. If a person lives long enough, these changes are inevitable. 
They signal that life is winding down and that death is ahead. Verse 8 echoes 
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Solomon’s opening claim in Ecclesiastes 1:2, forming a thematic bracket 
around the entire book. Ecclesiastes 12:9-14 lays out Solomon’s conclusions 
from observations he made during his quest. Real meaning in life is found 
in fearing God and keeping His commands. Without that relationship and 
purpose in life, all else is futility.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
THE TWILIGHT (Eccl . 12:1-8)

Solomon reflected on life, encouraging the younger person to live in fear of 
God and to never forget Him. Solomon painted a word picture of old age, 
identifying issues faced as a person ages. He noted the end result coming in 
death with our bodies returning to the dust from which they were created.

VERSE 1

So remember your Creator in the days of your youth: Before the 
days of adversity come, and the years approach when you will say, 
“I have no delight in them”; 
Solomon’s admonition to remember your Creator in the days of your 
youth identifies what is appropriate in rejoicing. The Hebrew verb translated 
remember denotes an internal mental act that results in an applicable action. 
The warning has a twofold emphasis. First, it reminds us that God is our 
Creator and therefore we ultimately belong to Him and owe our lives to Him. 
This reality reflects both human subordination to God and God’s sovereign 
authority to govern events in our lives. Thus, it serves as a stern reminder 
that God is our Judge. 

Second, the admonition demands that people live life from beginning 
to end according to God’s will. Remembering one’s Creator should not be 
limited to the years of youth. But it needs to begin when one is young. Thus, 
the term youth in this context refers to the beginning of life. Youth is an age 
when many people feel as though they are the center of the universe and 
are invincible. Such self-important feelings easily lead to reckless, rebellious 
behavior. Solomon warned against such futile self-indulgence. Instead of 
wasting the years of youth on meaningless activities, people needed to live 
from the start with a keen awareness of God’s presence.

The phrase days of adversity refers to the final years of an average 
lifespan. The phrase does not disparage the senior adult years. It points to 
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identifiable aspects of the aging process. Solomon’s analysis was graphic 
and straightforward. His vivid portrayal of aging entreats people to love life 
intensely and to concentrate relentlessly on God. 

From the moment a life is conceived in the womb, the physical body 
undergoes continuous change. During the first few years of life, these changes 
occur rapidly and usually are dramatic. A newborn cannot turn over. Within 
a couple of years, however, that same infant can walk, talk, and do lots of 
things with his or her arms and hands. The child’s size grows exponentially. 
The physical body continues to change. Such changes continue until death. 

On the other hand, physical strength and endurance generally begin to 
decrease as people pass a certain age. Hearing and vision become less acute. 
Senior adults sometimes feel frustrated that they no longer can perform tasks 
the way they did previously. Solomon echoed the deep frustration of reaching 
the point in one’s days when a person admits, “I have no delight in them.” 

VERSE 2

before the sun and the light are darkened, and the moon and the 
stars, and the clouds return after the rain; 
Most Bible scholars agree that Solomon used the descriptions of nature in 
this verse to symbolize physical changes associated with old age. Thus, the 
darkening of the sun and the light may refer to a loss of pleasure in life or 
to diminishing eyesight. The words the clouds return after the rain present 
an enigma in that clouds normally precede rainfall. In the figurative depiction 
of aging, however, the statement may suggest that clear vision fails to return 
even after the eyes are moistened; instead, one’s vision remains cloudy.

Another possible interpretation of clouds returning after the rain suggests 
that the phrase represents troubles that come into an aging person’s life. The 
same kinds of troubles that might present minor, temporary setbacks to the 
young can prove to be catastrophic for the elderly. Whatever one’s view about 
the symbolism’s precise reference, the underlying meaning is the same: with 
old age come physical changes and challenges that can make former daily 
activities less than delightful.

VERSE 3

on the day when the guardians of the house tremble, and the 
strong men stoop, the women who grind grain cease because they 
are few, and the ones who watch through the windows see dimly,
This verse employs images from the household of an affluent and powerful 
individual. It should not be interpreted as predicting a literal decline of 
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one’s household assets in old age. Instead, the household presents another 
metaphor of aging. Four common characteristics of growing old are depicted. 

Affluent people in the ancient world often employed bodyguards. The 
phrase guardians of the house figuratively refers to a person’s hands. The 
hands are vital for self-protection. Clinched into fists, they can be used as 
weapons. Moreover, they can lock doors to bar intruders or unlock doors to 
flee. Hands can grasp medicine and smear it on an open wound. In old age, 
however, hands frequently tremble. They no longer are steady, and ordinary 
tasks can become difficult if not impossible.

Similarly, the phrase strong men as a metaphor is likely a reference to the 
back and major muscle groups that allow a human being to perform heavy 
lifting and other strenuous work. The imagery of strong men being stooped over 
depicts the loss of erect posture and physical strength that typically comes 
with age. The phrase women who grind grain probably is a figurative way 
of depicting one’s teeth. In an affluent household, servants (usually women) 
regularly produced the family’s daily bread by grinding the grain, mixing and 
kneading the dough, and baking it. Only then could the family eat the bread for 
nourishment. In a figurative sense, one’s teeth served to grind food to make it 
palatable for swallowing. To lose most of one’s teeth in old age (because they 
are few) could complicate the most basic daily activity of eating! The final 
analogy, the ones who watch through the windows see dimly, reiterates 
the challenge of diminishing eyesight that many elderly people faced in 
ancient times—without the benefit of glasses or cataract removal.

VERSE 4

the doors at the street are shut while the sound of the mill fades; 
when one rises at the sound of a bird, and all the daughters of 
song grow faint. 
Verse 4 is comprised of two couplets, and Bible scholars have debated 
the interpretation of each couplet. The first couplet appears to envision 
a household at the end of the day. The house was made secure for the night 
by shutting and locking the doors at the street. This may be a reference 
to the doors or gates in a wall encircling the entire property, including an 
outdoor courtyard that separated the main house from the street. Further, 
the hustle-and-bustle sounds of daily chores quieted as the sound of the 
mill faded. In applying these word pictures to the challenges of aging, some 
Bible scholars connect them to the loss of one’s teeth as in the previous verse. 
Other scholars relate the analogies to the elderly no longer being physically 
capable of engaging in the bustling activity of commerce. They are now 
confined to the house and the doors to strenuous business activity are shut. 
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The second couplet contrasts the household’s response to a bird versus a 
chorus of female singers. Some scholars suggest that the words when one 
rises at the sound of a bird refers to an elderly person’s tendency to become 
frightened by even minor sounds such as that of a bird’s chirping. Another 
possible interpretation—in my judgment the stronger one—understands 
the entirety of verse 4 to be a description of a growing loss of hearing that 
many elderly people experience. In a world before hearing aids and medical 
procedures could protect or even restore hearing, the loss of hearing would 
isolate people from the daily lives they once knew. They no longer would 
awaken to the new day at the sound of their “alarm clock”—the early birds’ 
loud chirping. Further, they no longer would be able to enjoy the melodious 
sounds of all the daughters of song—they wouldn’t hear their favorite music!

VERSE 5

Also, they are afraid of heights and dangers on the road; the 
almond tree blossoms, the grasshopper loses its spring, and the 
caper berry has no effect; for the mere mortal is headed to his 
eternal home, and mourners will walk around in the street; 
As people grow old, they often experience an increasing sense of fear: they 
are afraid of heights and dangers on the road. Such fears are not limited 
to the elderly, of course, but older adults realize their capacity to protect 
themselves from danger or bounce back from injuries has diminished. 

Solomon then included three metaphors from nature that depict the 
changes and losses experienced in old age. The statement the almond tree 
blossoms likely depicts the changing color—and perhaps eventual loss—of 
an elderly person’s hair. The bloom of an almond tree is white and soon drops 
off to reveal the “hairless” almond husk. The word picture of a grasshopper 
losing its spring is self-explanatory: the elderly no longer can (or should) run 
and jump as they once did. Their muscles are diminished, and their bones are 
brittle. The Hebrew word rendered caper berry (“desire,” KJV; ESV; NIV), 
found only here in all of the Old Testament, likely refers to a type of fruit 
that in ancient times was thought to stimulate sexual desire. Solomon noted 
that in a person’s old age, the fruit has no effect any longer. 

When these realities occur, human beings (the mere mortal) usually 
start to admit that physical death is approaching—they are headed to their 
eternal home. The statement mourners will walk around in the street 
depicts the public rituals of grief that follow a person’s death. 

Death is inevitable.  Eventually everyone moves into an eternal home. The 
nature of that home is determined by one’s response to the gospel—God’s 
offer of grace through faith in Jesus Christ.
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VERSE 6

before the silver cord is snapped, and the gold bowl is broken, 
and the jar is shattered at the spring, and the wheel is broken 
into the well; 
The metaphors in verse 6 are somewhat obscure. Some Bible scholars have 
suggested the silver cord may refer to the spinal cord, the gold bowl may 
represent the head; and the jar may depict the heart. The point of these 
explanations is that vital parts of the physical body can break down in the 
process of aging. 

This interpretation of the first three figures of speech is further supported 
by the fourth analogy: the wheel is broken into the well. This imagery 
clearly depicts the drawing of water from a well or cistern—a common sight 
in ancient Israel. Then, as now, water was vital to the survival of human life. 
Further, the seasonal nature of rainfall in a semiarid environment meant 
that water storage systems were equally crucial. Damage to the machinery 
used to draw water from a cistern (the wheel) was thus a threat to survival.

VERSE 7

and the dust returns to the earth as it once was, and the spirit 
returns to God who gave it. 
In this verse, Solomon affirmed the reality of physical death by depicting the 
physical and spiritual processes that occur at the time of death. Genesis 2:7 
states that at the time of creation “the Lord God formed the man out of the 
dust from the ground and breathed the breath of life into his nostrils, and 
the man became a living being.” Ecclesiastes 12:7 depicts the reversal of that 
creative event. At death, the dust returns to the earth as it once was. That 
is, the expired body of flesh decays and eventually becomes turned into dirt. 
The spirit aspect of the deceased person, on the other hand, returns to God 
who gave it. The Hebrew word translated spirit can also refer to human breath 
or to the wind. A fuller understanding of both the spirit-aspect of human 
beings and the Holy Spirit as the Third Person of the Godhead would come 
with Jesus Christ and the writings of the New Testament (see Matt. 28:19; 1 
Cor. 15:35-46; 1 Thess. 5:23). Yet even in his time, Solomon recognized that 
human life, both physically and spiritually, had its origin in God. 

VERSE 8

“Absolute futility,” says the Teacher. “Everything is futile.” 
Solomon concluded again that apart from a right relationship with one’s 
Creator, human life under the sun was absolute futility (“vanity of 
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vanities,” KJV; ESV; “meaningless,” NIV). Human life is finite. Beginning at 
conception, the human body is changing constantly. At first, the changes 
signal the acquisition of new skills and knowledge. At some point, however, 
abilities and aptitudes decline. These are more pronounced as physical death 
approaches. Fearing and obeying God early in life strengthens us for meeting 
the challenges of aging. We can finish life well by continuing to focus on God.

THE TRUTH (Eccl . 12:9-11)

As the Teacher, Solomon explained to others what he had discovered. He also 
recorded many sayings. He emphasized that true wisdom comes from God.

VERSE 9

In addition to the Teacher being a wise man, he constantly 
taught the people knowledge; he weighed, explored, and 
arranged many proverbs. 
Solomon identified himself as a wise man. This label may have referred 
more to a leadership office than to a self-congratulatory compliment. In a 
later period, the prophet Jeremiah identified three such leadership offices 
among God’s people: the priest, the wise, and the prophet (see Jer. 18:18). 
The reference in Ecclesiastes 12:9 to Solomon’s being a wise man may also 
mean that the king highly valued true wisdom as a guide to life and thus 
constantly taught the people knowledge. Moreover, he weighed, 
explored, and arranged many proverbs. Many ancient cultures, including 
the Israelites, developed and preserved proverbial wisdom. Solomon not only 
wrote proverbs (see Prov. 1:1) but also collected them. In doing so, he was 
careful to ponder and explore their meaning and application for God’s people. 

VERSE 10

The Teacher sought to find delightful sayings and write words of 
truth accurately. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Death” on pages 405–406 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. As a believer, what is your 
perspective on physical death? How does Jesus’ resurrection impact the 
popular (erroneous) view that “this life is all there is”?
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Solomon used various methods to teach God’s people, employing a variety 
of literary forms. At the same time, he did not stop learning himself. He 
sought new ways to be more effective in communicating the words of 
truth accurately. The same challenge exists today. We as believers have 
a responsibility to share our knowledge of God and His truth with others 
accurately and faithfully.

VERSE 11

The sayings of the wise are like cattle prods, and those from 
masters of collections are like firmly embedded nails. The sayings 
are given by one Shepherd. 
Solomon described the collections of godly wisdom as being like cattle prods 
(“goads” KJV; ESV; NIV) and firmly embedded nails (“nails fastened by 
the masters of assemblies,” KJV). Prods were wooden sticks used by farmers 
and shepherds to direct or spur work animals. Nails were a handy invention 
used to secure wooden parts together. These two items from everyday life 
in the ancient world pointed to the function of learning. First, wise sayings 
motivated people and guided their actions. Second, the sayings when applied 
helped people “keep it together.” 

Solomon acknowledged further that the origin of true wisdom was from 
one source: the sayings are given by one Shepherd—that is, the Lord God. 
The Holy Scriptures were composed over a period of more than a thousand 
years by a wide variety of human authors. However, the Holy Spirit inspired 
each human author to record what God said to them and through them to 
others. This is why believers rightly refer to the Scriptures as God’s Word. 
As we read, study, and teach God’s Word, the Lord spurs us to new levels of 
spiritual maturity and discipleship even in times of challenge and turmoil.

THE CONCLUSION (Eccl . 12:12-14)

Solomon concluded by giving a warning against learning for the sake of 
learning. He called for God’s people to fear and obey God, since God will 
ultimately judge every human being.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read James 1:5-11; 3:13-18. What are some ways you can share the 
spiritual truths that you have learned from personal experience? 
Why should you share these truths with others?
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VERSE 12

But beyond these, my son, be warned: there is no end to the 
making of many books, and much study wearies the body. 
The phrase beyond these likely refers to the many wisdom sayings mentioned 
in the previous verse. Solomon cautioned his son that the making of many 
books and much study could be detrimental if people lost sight of the 
real purpose of knowledge and learning. The two statements urge that the 
appropriate goal of study is to guide and improve the actual living of one’s 
life. Learning just for the sake of producing books is an empty enterprise.

VERSE 13

When all has been heard, the conclusion of the matter is this: fear 
God and keep his commands, because this is for all humanity. 
Solomon now stated the bottom-line conclusion of the matter he had 
investigated: a human being’s highest purpose in life is found only in rightly 
relating to God and keeping his commands. The fear Solomon referred 
to was not abject terror but rather an awareness of and reverence for God. 
Thus, to fear God is to live one’s life with the keen awareness of God’s holy, 
righteous character. The words this is for all humanity (“this is the whole 
duty of man,” KJV; ESV) emphasize that all human beings in every nation 
throughout all generations of time share this common purpose. Revering 
and obeying God today starts with trusting Jesus as Savior and Lord. 

VERSE 14

For God will bring every act to judgment, including every hidden 
thing, whether good or evil. 
Solomon’s final words in the Book of Ecclesiastes remind us that God will 
bring every act to judgment, including every hidden thing, whether 
good or evil. Hebrews 9:27 expresses this same conclusion when it says,  
“Just as it is appointed for people to die once—and after this, judgment.” Life 
that is lived apart from faith in Christ and oblivious to the reality of the final 
judgment is indeed absolutely futile!

E XPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Ecclesiastes 12:13. How can you use this verse as an 
introduction to presenting the gospel to an unbeliever?
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