chapter four

Social Injustice

4:1 Then I looked again at all the acts of oppression which were being done under the sun. And behold I saw the tears of the oppressed and that they had no one to comfort them; and on the side of their oppressors was power, but they had no one to comfort them.  {waw + Qal pf. 1s bWv to turn, to return, denotes repetition—pron. 1s ynIa] I, myself—w.c. + Qal impf. 1s ha'r' and saw, looked at, considered—s.d.o. tae—m.s.n.const. lKo  all of, the various people that were oppressed—d.a + Qal pass.part.m.p.  qv;[' the root concerns the abuse of authority or power, taking advantage of or oppressing those of lower station, used of exploiting others, defrauding them, cheating them, it is also used of extortion or blackmail—rel.part. rv,a] which—Niphal part.m.p.hf'[' passive, were being done, continually being done—prep. tx;T; under—d.a. + c.s.n. vm,v,--waw + interjection hNEhi look!, behold!—f.s.n.const. h['m.DI collective singular, tear of the oppressed, or metonymy for the action of crying, weeping—d.a. + Qal pass.part.m.p. qv;[' objective construction, the oppressed are weeping—waw + adv. !yIa; there did not exist—l + 3mp suff. there did not exist to them=they did not have —Piel part.m.s.~x;n" the verb denotes the physical display of one’s feelings or emotions, usually sorrow, compassion, or comfort; consoler, comforter—waw + pref. m + f.s.n.const. dy" and from the hand of—Qal act.part.m.p. + 3mp suff. qv;[' those oppressing them, the suffix refers to the ones weeping—m.s.n. x;Ko strength, power, might, force—waw + adv. !yIa; there did not exist—pref. l + 3mps suff. those being oppressed—Piel part.m.s. ~x;n" a comforter}
4:2 So I congratulated the dead who are already dead more than the living who are still living. {waw + Piel inf.abs.xb;v' appears to be two roots, one means to soothe or make calm, the second means to praise, laud, or commend someone; has the force of a Piel perfect—pron. 1s ynIa] I—s.d.o. tae + d.a. + Qal act.part.m.p. tWm the dead ones—pref. v + adv. rb'K. who already—Qal pf. 3p tWm they had died—prep. !mi from, more than--d.a. + m.p.adj. yx; living ones—rel.part. rv,a] who—pron. 3mp. ~he they—m.p.adj. yx;  living ones—adv. !d,[] as far as + paragogic h until, the sense is still or until now}

4:3 But better off than both of them is the one who has never existed, who has never seen the evil activity that is done under the sun.  {waw + m.s.adj. bAj good from=better—prep. !mi + m.dual.adj. const. + 3mp suff. ~yIn:v. two of them—s.d.o. tae—rel.part. rv,a]—adv. !d,[] yet, still, so far—neg. al{--Qal pf. 3ms hy"h' has not yet become=has not been born—rel.part. rv,a] who—neg. al{  + Qal pf. 3ms ha'r' who has not seen, not observed—s.d.o tae—d.a. + m.s.n. hf,[]m; the work, activity—d.a. + m.s.adj. [r; evil—rel.part. rv,a] which—Niphal pf. 3ms hf'[' has been done, is being done—prep. tx;T;--d.a. + c.s.n. vm,v,}

Exposition vs. 1-3

1. This chapter is comprised of four distinct sections that may seem to be composed of isolated themes; however, the one common factor in all of them is the issue of power, how people use their power, and how they react to it.

2. Qoheleth continues to elaborate on his theme that earthly life is filled with vanity and that he has seen enough to prove it.

3. Qoheleth continues with the subject of injustice among men, which was something that he first addressed in chapter 3.  Eccles. 3:16

4. However, the subject here is broader in scope than the previous subject that dealt more specifically with injustice within the judicial system.

5. While Qoheleth says nothing that is not true, it is evident that his viewpoint here is consistent with one that hated life and had seen more than enough.  Eccles. 2:17

6. The use of the Qal perfect of bWv (shubh—to turn, turn around, return) indicates that this was a conscious choice on the part of Qoheleth to focus on this matter.
7. When one has capitulated to the STA at some points, it is much easier to focus his attention on all the things that are wrong in the world and simply ignore what is good about it.

8. It should be observed that when one gets into the type of spiritual state that comes to those that reject certain doctrines, his thinking processes will suffer and his mind may not dwell on the right things.  Phil. 4:8

9. He has acknowledged that God will have some sort of a reckoning in the future for both the righteous and the wicked (Eccles 3:17), but that does not seem to comfort him as he considers the oppressed of this world.

10. He makes his assertions about what he had observed in the historical past with the Qal perfect of the verb ha'r' (ra’ah—I saw, I observed).
11. Again, the idea is not simply that Qoheleth saw these things, it indicates that he considered them and that they had some impact on him.
12. Although it would appear that these types of injustice affected him, he still deals with the subject in a very detached manner, as he does throughout this chapter.
13. It should be understood that Qoheleth is not referring to isolated instances of oppression and injustice; he has seen enough to know that these are recurring phenomena.
14. The direct object of his observation was all those being oppressed, which is very likely another example of hyperbole; no one can see everyone who has been or is being oppressed.
15. Although many of the translations seek to make this passive participle refer to the various forms of oppression, it is the identical form used later in the verse and refers to those being oppressed.
16. The verbal root primarily deals with the acts of abuse of power or authority, the burdening, taking advantage of (often financially), or afflicting those that are of lower station.  Deut. 24:14; Prov. 14:31; Jere. 7:6
17. However, this term is used for those that take advantage of anyone close to them; the victim does not have to be of lower position in society.  Lev. 6:2,4

18. The oppressor is often characterized by a certain amount of human viewpoint (Hos. 5:11) as well as an arrogant disregard for God and for the rights of others.  Ps. 119:122

19. In that regard, this was one of the pervasive and persistent sins of many in Israel, who would oppress the poor, weak, or needy by extorting from them.  Ezek. 22:29; Amos 4:1; Mic. 2:1-2

20. The use of the Niphal perfect of hf'[' (‘asah—to work, to do) has the nuance here of the oppressed being worked over by those oppressing them.
21. The often used phrase under the sun would seem to be used here to focus on life as it is in the world, omitting any thought that Divine justice might rectify the plight of the oppressed.
22. That this matter must have affected Qoheleth at some emotional level would seem to be indicated by his choice of words, which begins with the interjection hNEhi (hinneh—behold), which is a demand for the reader’s attention.

23. Further, Qoheleth paints a pitiable picture by focusing specifically on the tears of the oppressed, with the construct term tears having the force of an objective genitive.

24. Their situation was already one of some significant difficulty as their oppressors had reduced them emotionally to tears; however, Qoheleth bemoans the fact that their plight is made worse by the fact that there is no one to comfort them in their misery.

25. Some have objected to the fact that Solomon wrote this since, as the king, he would have had the right, power, authority, and position to rectify injustice and oppression when he became aware of it.

26. However, it would appear that Solomon was so busy attempting to pursue his own agenda in disregard of doctrine that justice and righteousness may very well have suffered during the latter portion of his reign.

27. Perhaps, there is a vague recognition of some guilt on his part in these verses.

28. However, it is consistent with what he lamented in the previous chapter; the legal system should have been a force that worked on behalf of the oppressed against their more powerful oppressors.

29. Although he may have been pained by these realities, Qoheleth offers no method for comforting the unfortunate oppressed, nor does he urge his readers to correct this injustice.

30. In any case, Qoheleth makes no attempt to address the situation he describes, nor does he encourage resistance to the oppressors; he simply resigns himself to the fact that such is the case among men.

31. Such has always been the case, and such will always be the case; no matter how often or forcefully one might attempt to provide absolute justice, there would still be those that misused their power to take advantage of others for their gain.

32. He next adds the reality that those engaging in oppressing others for gain have the advantage of power or authority that allows them to do so in the first place.

33. The masculine noun x;AK (koach) means the capacity to act, or the power to produce; it is translated by such English words as force, power, or might.
34. While it is most often used to denote the physical ability to do something, it should be evident that those that are in positions of power often possess the financial ability to get what they want done to be done.
35. Although some interpreters have understood the repetition of the phrase they had no one to comfort them to refer to the oppressors, it is more likely that it refers to those being oppressed.
36. The repetition is designed to add emphasis to the fact that the oppressed were utterly helpless when dealing with the more powerful and wealthy oppressors.
37. Qoheleth does not now advocate that it is simply better to be dead than alive; his contention is that it is better to be dead than to continue observing the oppression of one man by another.

38. The waw is used here to introduce a conclusion or result of his observations and may be rendered therefore, as a result…
39. The Piel infinitive absolute can be followed by a personal pronoun (as here), which simply gives it the force of the perfect.

40. This is the first time that Qoheleth will use the better than/more than construction, which essentially takes one thing and compares it favorably with another thing.

41. In this case, the dead who have already died are viewed as superior to the living who are still alive.

42. The dead are viewed as superior not because they are dead, but simply because they are no longer having to observe the injustice, the oppression, and the sorrows of this life.

43. Job expresses a similar idea in his initial lament; he perceives the dead to be at rest, free from the taskmaster and those that bring trouble to this life.  Job 3:17-19

44. This certainly makes it clear that even Solomon, with all his wealth, fame, power, women, wisdom, etc. was not immune to the emotional pressure that life brings to all people.

45. Verse 3 carries forward and advances the thought of verse 2; Qoheleth now asserts that it is better never to have lived than to have lived and died.

46. Although the thoughts betray a pessimistic and depressed view, they are certainly consistent with one who has come to hate life.

47. Ironically, it would seem that Qoheleth finds all these things so distasteful since he has a much higher conception of what life should be.

48. It is clear that he sees oppression in Israel, a nation that presumably had a firm belief in Elohiym;  what really troubles him is that he does not see the righteous moral order that is consistent such a belief.  Ex. 22:22; Deut. 10:18

49. For a nation that had been delivered from a history of oppression and injustice, it is especially inconsistent to resort to that type of activity.  Gen. 15:13; Ex. 3:9, 22:21; Jud. 2:18, 4:3

50. While Qoheleth bemoans the fact that observing injustice and oppression make life miserable, it should be evident that his complaints are an indictment of life in Israel at that time.

51. It would seem from what is not said that he is also troubled by the fact that God allows this to happen and does not seem to intervene, or seem to correct this injustice.

52. As we pointed out in the introduction to this book, this book is designed to encourage and strengthen faith in that which is of real value by exposing the insubstantial things Solomon has observed and pursued in his own lifetime.

53. Further, his personal observations about the nature of things should serve as a source of encouragement when younger people encountered these types of inequities and oppressions later in their lives.

54. To that end, Qoheleth does not attempt to water down or ignore the more difficult issues of life, he wants his readers to recognize that this is the way it is under the sun. 

Human competition and two related proverbs

4:4 And I have seen that every labor and every skill which is done is the result of rivalry between a man and his neighbor. This too is vanity and striving after wind.  {waw + Qal pf. 1s ha'r' saw, observed, concluded—pron. 1s ynIa] I, myself—s.d.o. tae—m.s.n.const. lKo all, every—m.s.n. lm'[' work, labor—waw + s.d.o. tae—m.s.n.const. lKo all, every—m.s.n.const. !Arv.Ki 3X, success, which comes from the exertion of effort and skillful work, objective genitive—d.a. + m.s.n. hf,[]m; lit. every skill involved in the work, accomplishment, every success that comes from the work, all the skillful work, all the successful achievement—conj. yKi that—pron. 3fs. Ayhi that she is jealousy, it comes as a result of jealousy—f.s.n.const. ha'n>qi the verb denotes the expression of a strong emotional response to a person wanting some quality or possession of another person, it is used of zeal, envy, rivalry, competition, animosity, and anger; the idea here is rivalry or competition, which may stem from envy or jealousy; objective gen.—m.s.n. vyai a man, an individual—prep. !mi from, causal, rivalry from a man because of his neighbor—m.s.n.const. + 3ms suff. [;re friend, acquaintance, associate, companion—adv. ~G: also, indeed, even, too—m.s.adj. hz< this—m.s.n. lb,h, absurd, pointless, fruitless, empty—waw + f.s.n.const. tW[r> chasing, striving after—c.s.n. x;Wr wind}

4:5 The fool folds his hands and consumes his own flesh.  {d.a. + m.s.n. lysiK. the fool—Qal act.part.m.s. qb;x' part. emphasizes ongoing action, to embrace, to hug, to fold the hands, fig. for idleness or sloth—s.d.o. tae—f.dual.n.const. + 3ms suff. dy"—

waw + Qal act.part.m.s. lk;a' and is eating—s.d.o. m.s.n.const. + 3ms suff. rf'B' his own flesh, his own body; Solomon only uses basar for the physical body of man in this book}

4:6 One hand full of rest is better than two fists full of labor and striving after wind.  {m.s.n. bAj good from=better—m.s.n. al{m. lit. fullness, what fills something up—f.s.n. @K; lit. the palm—f.s.n. tx;n: rest, quietness, lack of motion, ease, security—prep. !mi good from—m.s.n. al{m. full—m.dual.n. !p,xo 6X, used of the hands when they are cupped or filled with something and closed Ex. 9:8—m.s.n. lm'[' toil, labor, hard work—waw + f.s.n.const. tW[r> striving of, striving after—c.s.n. x;Wr wind} 

Exposition vs. 4-6

1. There can be little doubt that Qoheleth uses some hyperbole as he writes, which is evident from his statements about seeing all the oppressed, all the works, etc.  Eccles. 1:14

2. While we might not argue with the veracity of his statements (they are all true at a certain level), it should be evident that Qoheleth is exaggerating for the sake of expressing his exasperation.

3. His hyperbolic approach is designed to give the impression that nothing has escaped his surveillance; he has seen it all.

4. He now turns his attention toward human industry, which he claims all comes from some STA motivation of envy, jealousy, rivalry, or competitive spirit.

5. Qoheleth intentionally makes his point in the extreme; however, those that would argue that this does not happen regularly apparently have not studied human nature or observed human activities.

6. The two items he observed are both preceded by the sign of the direct object.

a. The first term, labor, is one that we have seen often in this book; denotes the difficult and unpleasant side of work, the ideas of hard work, toil, drudgery, or even misery.  Gen. 41:51; Deut. 26:7; Jere. 20:18
b. The second term is used three times, and only in the book of Ecclesiastes; it is used of the success that comes to one that employs the necessary skill to succeed at his chosen task.

7. The New American Standard has correctly understood the intention of Qoheleth and supplied the words the result of, which indicate that the hard work and success is often motivated by a an inner spirit of competition.

8. The Hebrew noun ha'n>qi (qin’ah) is used 43 times in the Old Testament, and includes the nuances of zeal, envy, jealousy, rivalry, and competitiveness.
9. While Qoheleth may be exaggerating for the sake of effect, anyone that has spent any length of time in this world should recognize that his statement is somewhat valid.
10. All too often, it is apparent that some people do what they do in order to impress others, seek their approbation, keep up with the neighbors, or even to show them up.
11. What motivates a person to sacrifice his health, his family, his free time, and anything else in order to work toward a particular station in life?
12. Qoheleth asserts that the spirit of rivalry and competition is the unseen motivation that causes men to work hard in order to succeed in life.
13. While some have attempted to turn this into a positive statement, it should be understood that Qoheleth saw this as inappropriate behavior, which was stimulated by a faulty mental attitude motivation.
14. They suggest that it provides the incentive to expend the effort needed to succeed, and that this is a means of honing the skills of human proficiency.
15. However, a study of the term rivalry in the Old Testament does not lend support to such an interpretation of Qoheleth’s words.  Prov. 6:34, 14:30, 27:4
16. We might well expect this sort of attitude to prevail toward those one does not like, or with whom he is not acquainted; however, the  [;re (re’a) broadens the scope to include people that are proximate to one in life.
17. These include his neighbors, his friends, his associates on the job, and those with whom he has contact, whether occasional or regular.
18. Qoheleth makes his favorite point and informs the reader that this type of inner motivation, as well as what results from it, is empty, vain, pointless, and amounts to nothing in terms of providing lasting satisfaction.

19. His conclusion is that the cycle (another one of those) of jealousy, approbation, and rivalry that leads to hard work is as meaningless as the other things he has observed.

20. However, lest the reader get the idea that Qoheleth is advocating another extreme in which never competes or works to better himself, Solomon inserts two proverbs that cite the other extreme and the more moderate position with respect to rivalry.

21. Verses 5 and 6 are clearly proverbial expressions, which are designed to further elaborate on the subject that has been raised in verse 4.

22. The intention of the first proverb is to present the extreme position that one might take so as to be certain that he is not being caught in a vain life characterized by rivalry, competition, or the desire to impress others.

23. A few interpreters have even suggested that Solomon is advocating the lifestyle of idleness as being superior to a life of rivalry and competition.

24. However, one should not wrongly conclude that Qoheleth’s severe indictment of human rivalry meant that people should simply pursue a life of inactivity.

25. This proverb clearly indicates that those that do so are to be labeled as fools, which clearly disparages any lifestyle that lacks in diligence.  Prov. 10:4, 12:24, 19:15, 24:30-34

26. We were introduced to the fool and his losing way of life in chapter two

a. One should be aware that the fool is not one who is mentally deficient; he is not someone who cannot learn the truths of wisdom.
b. Rather, he is someone that chooses to operate apart from the principles of wisdom, since he refuses to listen and learn the truth.
c. In some cases, the fool is one that does not even acknowledge the existence of God  (Ps. 14:1), while other fools are aware of His existence but simply ignore His plan.  Rom. 1:21-22
d. The fool is one that does not properly fear God and he demonstrates his arrogance in any number of ways.  Eccles. 4:5, 10:3,14; Prov. 14:1, 29:9
e. The fool rejects the sound principles of the truth and ignores the good advice that is made available to him, which eventually leads to disastrous results.  Prov. 1:20-33

27. In this particular context, the fool is the type of person that is lazy, uninspired, and does not produce anything of any consequence.

28. He simply chooses to drop out of the rat race and folds his hands, which is an idiom for laziness and inactivity, which eventually leads one to poverty.  Prov. 6:6-11, 24:30-34

29. The latter portion of verse 5 has been debated as to what Solomon intended by the phrase consumes his own flesh.
30. Some have attempted to make it a positive thing by suggesting that Solomon is pointing out that even in an imperfect world, fools often have enough to eat without being diligent.

31. This would suggest that the person that refuses to work or plan ahead can beat the system and is actually to be commended.

32. This must be rejected for a several reasons:

a. First, the term fool is always used in a disparaging fashion and is never used in Ecclesiastes in a positive sense—the fool is not an example to be emulated.

b. Secondly, this interpretation understands the term rf'B' (basar—flesh) in the generic sense of meat, and takes it to mean food.  Ex. 16:3,12
c. However, a study of the term as Solomon uses it in Ecclesiastes reveals that it is never used in the generic sense; it always refers to the human body.  Eccles. 2:3, 11:10, 12:12
d. Immediate context suggests that Solomon is presenting another extreme, which would contrast with the competitive, aggressive person in the previous verse.
33. Still others have advanced the idea that consuming his flesh refers to taking advantage of his relatives by sponging off of them.  Gen. 29:14, 37:27

34. While it is quite likely that the sluggard will impoverish his relatives as he impoverishes himself, Solomon does not use the term flesh in this book to refer to anything but one’s fleshly body.

35. Consuming his own flesh essentially means that the fool cannibalizes his own body, which will eventually consume itself by starvation.  
36. The few times that consuming one’s own flesh is mentioned in the Bible all have to do with those that are famished and under severe Divine discipline.  Isa. 8:21, 9:20, 49:26

37. Therefore the verse must be understood in the sense that the fool is lazy, lacks diligence, does not produce anything or provide for himself, and comes to poverty.

38. It would seem that Solomon is immediately attempting to head off anyone that might suggest that since rivalry and competition were a waste of time, one should opt for a life of laziness.

39. In the second proverb, Solomon strikes a balance between the indolence of the fool and the aggressive rivalry that occasions some of man’s inhumanity to man.

40. The juxtaposition of the previous two verses may have left the impression the neither work or idleness are desirable,  since the first springs from some ill-advised competition and the second approach is characteristic of fools, produces nothing, and leads to disastrous results.

41. This proverb is another of the better than sayings that are used in Ecclesiastes to attempt to resolve the tension that exists between two opposing points of view, neither of which may be completely desirable.

42. It should also be understood that proverbs are not always designed to make unconditional claims; one must recognize that a proverb may be applicable in certain situations and not applicable in other situations.  Prov. 26:4,5

43. The proverb in verse 6 indicates that rest is to be commended over labor, which should not be surprising given what Qoheleth has already stated.

44. The noun tx;n: (nachath—rest) denotes a physical state of motionlessness, quietness, or rest; it also is used to refer to a spiritual state of inner peace or security.
45. However, one should note that Solomon commends rest, peace, quietness, etc.; he does not and is not commending laziness.
46. The term for hand is the Hebrew noun @k; (kaph), which denotes the palm of the hand when it is stretched out.
47. The contrast here is between the balance that should exist between rest and labor; one does not need two handfuls of rest or two handfuls of labor.
48. He uses the term lm'[' (‘amal—toil, labor), which has been used to refer to the unpleasant, rigorous aspect of work (Eccles 2:11), as well as that which is produced by hard work—the fruit of one’s efforts.  Eccles. 2:19-20
49. In this case, it would appear to refer to the fruit of one’s labor; however, Solomon suggests that such possessions are not worth the effort, particularly if they are the fruit of envy, approbation, rivalry, etc.
50. While verses 5 and 6 contain proverbial expressions, there is little doubt that Qoheleth appended another of his favorite phrases to the end of verse 6 to strengthen his point.
51. Qoheleth/Solomon has set forth three approaches to labor:

a. The first is the competitive workaholic in verse 4.

b. The second is the impoverished sluggard in verse 5.

c. The third is the contented laborer in verse 6.  

52. This balanced approach rebukes the two extremes, and it is likely that Solomon recognized that this was the best resolution of the matter.  Prov. 16:8, 17:1

The advantages of companionship

4:7 Then I looked again at vanity under the sun.  {waw + Qal pf. 1s bWv I turned—pron. 1s ynIa] I myself turned—w.c. + Qal impf. 1s ha'r' and I looked, saw, inspected—m.s.n. lb,h, vanity, futility—prep. tx;T; under—d.a. + c.s.n. vm,v,}

4:8 There was a certain man without an heir, having neither a son nor a relative, yet there was no end to all his labor. Indeed, his eyes were not satisfied with riches and he never asked, "And for whom am I laboring and depriving myself of pleasure?" This too is vanity and it is a grievous task.  {adv. vyE there did exist—m.s.adj. dx'a, lit. one man, a particular man—waw + adv. !yIa; but there did not exist—m.s.adj. ynIve lit. two, a doubling, a second, the idea here is that he had no heir—conj. ~G: denotes an addition, used in sequences, here used to explain further, further more, specifically—m.s.n. !Be a son, the most common heir—waw + m.s.n. xa' brother, half-brother, and the wider use of any relative—adv. !yIa; there did not exist—prep. l + 3ms suff—waw, yet, however, in spite of this—adv. !yIa; there did not exist—m.s.n. #qe an end, a termination—pref. l + m.s.n.const. lKo to all of—m.s.n.const. + 3ms suff. lm'[' his labor, his hard work—conj. ~G: denotes an addition, additionally, furthermore—f.d.n.const. + 3ms suff. !yI[; his eyes—neg. al{ + Qal impf. 3fs. [;bef' lit. to be full, to be satisfied from food; for the eyes not to be full indicates a lack of satisfaction or contentment—m.s.n. rv,[o riches, wealth—switches to first person and gives the thoughts (or lack of them) of the certain man—waw + pref. l + interrog. pron. ymi—supply do I—pron. 1s. ynIa] do I, or am I—m.s.n lme[' lit. a laborer, did I act as a laborer, who am I working for?—waw + Piel part.m.s. rsex' to be lacking something, to be in need of something—s.d.o. tae—f.s.n.const. + 1s suff. vp,n< my soul—prep. !mi + f.s.n. bAj good, pleasure, enjoyment—conj. ~G: also, indeed, too—m.s.adj. hz< this—m.s.n. lb,h, futility, vanity, a waste of life—waw + m.s.n.const. !y"n>[I work, occupation, task—m.s.adj. [r; evil, burdensome, grievous—pron. 2ms. aWh it is}
Exposition vs. 7-8

1. Verse 7 serves as a transition from the observations about the competitive person, as opposed to the lazy person, to some practical reflections on the advantage of companionship. 

2. This section extends from verse 7 through verse 12.

3. What the first two verses of this section have in common with the first two sections of this chapter is inhumanity; Qoheleth now focuses on the subject of man’s inhumanity to himself.

4. The initial subject on which he focuses is that of greed, which was also likely the basis for the oppression of the first section.

5. Greed forms the STA motivation for this section just as envy, jealousy, and rivalry formed the STA motivation for the preceding section.

6. It may even be that Qoheleth links this with the preceding section, since ambition and the desire to be envied causes a man to keep working and laboring even when it is not necessarily in his own best interest.

7. Another thing that the two preceding subjects had in common with verse 8 is the issue of money and what men are willing to sacrifice in order to have more.

8. While the oppressor of the first section is willing to sacrifice the less fortunate, the individual in verse 8 is willing to sacrifice himself in the pursuit of money and the details of life.

9. Verse 7 signifies the introduction of another observation, which is presented with the identical phrase that was used to introduce the subject in verse 1.

10. Qoheleth indicates that this is another view from “ground level” as he repeats the often-used phrase under the sun.
11. In fact, Ecclesiastes 3:1 was the last time of the three times in this book that the phrase under heaven would be used.  

12. Qoheleth has already bemoaned the fact that he would have to leave his possessions to a potential fool; he now moves to the subject of the practical advantages of having someone with whom to share the fruit of one’s labor.

13. Qoheleth begins to make his point by introducing an anecdote, which some have considered to be a fiction, but most consider to be a true story.

14. It would seem that the introductory adverb  vyE (yesh), which is the adverb used to denote existence would indicate that this referred to a person with whom Qoheleth was familiar, or about whom he had heard.
15. Although the adjective dx;a, (‘echadh—one) means one, it is used here in a generic sense to denote a particular man, without implying that there was only one person about whom this was true.
16. The next phrase, which translates literally and there did not exist a second has been rendered in various ways.

17. Some understand it in a general sense to refer to the fact that the man had no one (who was alone), which would include not having a friend, a business partner, a wife, children, or living relatives.

18. While it may be true that there are people that are so consumed with their labors that they deprive themselves of any companionship, the emphasis here seems to be that he had no one to whom he could leave all that he accumulated.

19. However, when people are consumed with working and getting ahead in life, by accumulating finances and the details of life, it is widely recognized that their relationships suffer.

20. Their thinking may be that they are isolated and have no one on whom they can rely; therefore, they must work all the harder to guarantee their futures.

21. Nevertheless, it should always be remembered that this comes as a result of the volitional decision of the individual, and is the result of skewed priorities.  

22. Those that make the pursuit of money and the details of life a top priority will obviously lose the most in terms of personal relationships; they may have no wife, children, or friends with whom to share the blessings they are amassing.

23. Even if they do manage to marry and have children, their families suffer under the workaholic, who is often not physically, mentally, or emotionally available.

24. However, the thrust of our passage deals with the fact that all that the workaholic accumulates during his life will not even go to a son or close relative.

25. The next phrase that there was no end to all his labor should not be understood to mean that work constantly demanded his attention (although possible); it should be understood to mean that he willingly chose to devote all his attention to working and getting ahead.

26. The vicious cycle of working hard to amass money and the details of life is that the more one acquires, the more he feels the need to work harder to acquire more.

27. At some point, he gives himself unremittingly to that which has become his obsession in life—money and the details of life.

28. There is a minor textual issue in verse 8, which deals with whether or not the term eyes is a singular or a plural; however, neither translation affects the obvious interpretation.

29. The Hebrew idiom his eye was not filled is used to indicate that he never achieved satisfaction or contentment with all that he had.

30. How much is enough?  It is never enough!; this man exemplifies the individual that is constantly striving to get more and is never content with what God provides.  Lk. 3:14; ITim. 6:8; Heb. 13:5

31. Paul indicated that contentment can become a learned behavior; therefore, do not make excuses for yourself or others that refuse to be satisfied with God’s provision.  Phil. 4:11

32. Do not think that the continual desire to have more money, more details, or to habitually replace perfectly good items with newer models is anything more than the STA activity that it is.

33. In this case, the man in view continued to work ceaselessly, amassed significant wealth, and was still not satisfied with what he had earned and accumulated.

34. Although Qoheleth has been referring to the lonely miser in the third person, the latter part of this verse introduces an abrupt transition into the first person.

35. Some commentators believe that Qoheleth now reveals the autobiographical nature of his example at this point, but most simply see him identifying with the man so closely that he has the individual speak in the first person.

36. It would seem unlikely that Qoheleth is referring to himself in this verse, since he would have known that he did not fit the description of the man in view; Qoheleth knew that he had an heir.

37. Some see the direct question as words spoken by the lonely workaholic, as he asks himself why he is doing what he is doing.

38. Others see the question as something he never asks himself, indicating that he is so immersed in his chosen course of action that he never stops to consider why he is doing what he is doing.

39. In either case, the rhetorical question anticipates a negative answer; there is no one for whom he is denying himself certain pleasures.

40. He is not pleasing himself (why does my soul lack good?), and he has no one with whom to share his blessing, nor does he have anyone to whom he will leave all his prosperity.

41. This story would serve to reinforce the moderate proverb from verse 7, demonstrating that one hand of some joy or contentment (a balance between work and rest) is more valuable than two hands full of details.

42. The last portion of the verse labels this situation as another form of vanity, uselessness, fruitlessness, or absurdity.
43. The term !y:n>[I (inyan--task) denotes that which keeps a person occupied or busy—a task, business, or occupation, when coupled with the adjective [r; (ra’—evil) it denotes a grievous vexation (Douay), unhappy business (RSV, NET), sorry business (NEB, Moffatt), miserable business (NIV), worthless task (NAB), grievous task (NASB), and sorry situation (MLB).
Further advantages of companionship 

4:9 Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor.  {m.s.adj. bAj good, better—d.a. + m.dual.adj. ~yIn:v. the two—prep. !mi—d.a. + m.s.adj. dx'a, the one—rel.part. rv,a] which, in that, because—adv. VyE there exists—pref l + 3mp suff. to them—m.s.n. rk'f' wages, compensation, pay, return, reward—m.s.adj. bAj good, greater—pref. B + m.s.n.const. + 3mp suff. lm'[' in their hard work}
4:10 For if either of them falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to the one who falls when there is not another to lift him up.  {conj. YKi because, when—part. ~ai hypothetical, “if”—Qal impf. 3mp. lp;n" to fall, fall down, if they will fall=either of them—d.a. + m.s.adj. dx'a, the one—Hiphil impf. 3ms ~Wq will cause to rise, will lift up, help up—s.d.o tae + m.s.n.const. + 3ms suff. rbex' associate, companion, denotes a close relationship based on choice—waw + interjection yai woe, alas—pref. l + 3ms suff.—d.a. + m.s.adj. dx'a, the one—prefixed rel.part. v + Qal impf. 3ms lp;n" who will fall, who might fall—waw + adv. !yIa; and there does not exist—m.s.adj. ynIve a second person, a companion—pref. L + Hiphil inf.const. + 3ms suff. ~Wq to cause him to rise} 

4:11 Furthermore, if two lie down together they keep warm, but how can one be warm alone?  {conj. ~G: again, likewise, in like manner—part.. ~ai hypothetical, if—Qal impf. 3mp bk;v' they will lie down—m.dual.adj. ~yIn:v. two—w.c. + Qal pf. 3ms. ~m;x' to be or become warm or hot, refers to physical heat produced by the sun, the body, clothing, and the oven—pref. l + 3mp suff. it becomes warm to them—waw + pref. l + m.s.adj. dx'a, but to the one, when there is just one—interrog.part. %yae how?—Qal impf. 3ms. ~m;x' will he be warm?} 

4:12 And if one can overpower him who is alone, two can resist him. A cord of three strands is not quickly torn apart.  {waw + part.. ~ai and if, since it is easier to beat one person—Qal impf. 3ms. + 3 ms suff. @qeT' 4X, to overpower, to prevail—d.a + m.s.adj. dx'a, the one, direct object of verb—d.a. + m.dual.adj. ~yIn:v. the two of them—Qal impf. 3mp. dm;[' will stand, will prevail—prep. + 3ms. Suff. dg<n< before, prominent, here in the sense of “against him”—waw + d.a. + m.s.n. jWx a thread, a string, a cord—d.a. = Pual part.m.s. vl;v' 9X, only in Piel and Pual to do three times, the threefold cord—neg. al{ + Niphal impf. 3ms. qt;n' to pull out, draw out, pluck out, to tear apart (Ps. 2:3)—pref. B  + adv. hr'hem. 20X, haste, speed, with haste=quickly}

Exposition vs. 9-12

1. Having considered the subjects of oppression, human rivalry, and the futility of laboring alone with no one to share or leave one’s accumulated wealth, Solomon now moves to detail the practical value of companionship.

2. One very obvious aspect of the life of the lonely miser is that he has unwisely isolated himself from others to secure his own undivided enjoyment of his wealth.

3. Solomon obviously does not concern himself, as he did when he was younger and more cynical, about whether or not the companion might be a fool, or a rival; he is simply pointing out the advantage of companionship.

4. Verse 9 provides another in the list of things that are better than other things; in this case, two are better than one.
5. In fact, although this section does not focus on the principle of RM/RW, it does very clearly harmonize with the principle that it is not good for man to be alone.  Gen.2:18

6. He employs two very common situations in which it is beneficial for a man to have someone on whom he can rely.

a. The first is found in the workplace.

b. The second deals with travelling.

7. The subject of the two permeates verses 9-12, with four specific examples of times when having a companion is superior to being alone.

8. The first is found in the statement that it is better for people to pool their efforts in the workplace so that both may enjoy a higher level of profit.

9. While several commentators have suggested that he statement about their good return does not focus on the subject of financial gain, the language would indicate some sort of monetary benefit.

10. The Hebrew term rk'f' (sakhar) is derived from a verb that involved engaging the services of a person in return for pay; our noun denotes the wages or rewards that one accumulates from working.
11. However, it may well go beyond this to refer to the manner in which one person’s skills and efforts complement the skills and efforts of a partner.
12. The two of them are able to accomplish more in less time (effectively making their time more valuable), and can complete more jobs with less effort.
13. It may be that the idea Solomon has in mind is working in the fields or traveling for a job, since he quickly moves to three examples of two being better than one, each of which relate to the subject of travel.

14. The second example is introduced by the causal use of the conjunction yKi (kiy—because), and introduces the subject of a fall.

15. While some see the term fall in a general sense, it is used to describe any type of adversity from which one may help another, the example is the first of three example that deal with the subject of travel.

16. Although the verb lp;n" (naphal—fall, fall down) is plural, it is to be understood in a partitive sense; the New American Standard captures this well in its translation, which indicates that only one falls.
17. Another very common danger is that one might fall into a concealed pit, which would be constructed by criminals to take advantage of the unwary traveler.  Ps. 7:14-16; Eccles. 10:8

18. In the first circumstance, it is very probable that anyone that suffered a significant fall or injury would perish, either from the injury or exposure.

19. In the second case, it is unlikely that both would make the same misstep; thus, the second would be present to deliver his fallen companion.

20. The latter portion of the verse simply announces the woeful, pitiable state of one that is travelling alone and encounters any type of fall.

21. Although not explicitly stated, the implication is that the single traveler will not recover from his fall; it may very well signify his demise.

22. Verse 11 introduces the third of the four examples with the conjunction ~G: (gam), which is used to signify an additional thought; it can be translated furthermore, additionally, or in like manner.
23. This example emphasizes the situation that occurs at night, when the warm or hot days of the Middle East give way to some very cold temperatures after the sun sets.
24. Although the verb bk;v' (shakhabh—lie down) can be used in a sexual sense, it is not so used here and is not to be limited to a husband and wife.  Gen. 19:32-35, 26:10
25. This example is referring to the sharing of body heat in order to ward of the cold of the night; while it is useful to have a companion, it would serve to avoid something more severe—hypothermia.
26. His assertion that the body heat of two people is superior to attempting to keep warm alone is followed by a rhetorical question that is designed to emphasize his point.
27. The expected answer is that one cannot effectively keep warm alone.
28. Although the first example may have allowed for the concept of the criminal, he is clearly introduced in this fourth example.

29. The image is one in which the strong-armed bandit is lurking at an opportune place and time, waiting for a single traveler to pass by.

30. When the traveler arrives, the bandit overwhelms him by surprise and force, robbing him, beating him, and possibly killing him.

31. Solomon makes the observation that it is much easier for the robber to surprise, attack, and overpower a single individual, but introduces his assertion with the hypothetical ~ai (‘im—if), which has the nuance of since one can overpower…
32. Solomon closes by reinforcing his point that if two people provide a decided advantage, then three people that are unified provide a greater advantage.

33. Just as a rope of three strands provides added strength, Solomon indicates that there is greater strength to be gained from human relationships.

34. One should not lose sight of the immediate context, since the argument here focuses on the futility of riches, which causes the lonely miser to eschew all worth-while and profitable relationships.

35. Although human relationships and companionship are superior to loneliness and isolation, it should be evident that these do not satisfy the human condition; they make it more bearable and potentially more successful.

36. One very obvious application is that where there exists unity of thought and viewpoint, there exists a strength that does not exist otherwise.  

37. Paul was certainly aware that the unity of doctrine be preserved within the churches of his canon, since the divide and conquer strategy is so successful in warfare.  Ps. 133:1; Eph. 4:3,13; Phil. 2:2

38. Any organization that is fractured and divided from within is more vulnerable to fall to its enemies; where unity lacks, defeat become a more real possibility.  Matt. 12:25-26

The succession of political power and authority

4:13 A poor, yet wise lad is better than an old but foolish king who no longer knows how to receive instruction.  {m.s.adj. bAj good from—m.s.n. dl,y< child, son, youth, used of younger children, but also of adolescents and young adults—m.s.adj. !Kes.mi 4X, only in Eccles, to be poor, impoverished—waw + m.s.adj. ~k'x' but, yet wise—prep. !mi + m.s.n. %l,m, from a king, better than—m.s.adj. !qez" old, aged—waw + m.s.n. lysiK. fool, dullard—rel.part. rv,a] who—neg. al{ + Qal pf. 3ms [d;y" does not know, recognize, understand—pref. l + Niphal inf.const. rh;z' from a root to that means to shine or illumine, to give light, Niphal=receive light, be taught, instructed, warned, admonished—part. dA[ yet, still}

Exposition vs. 13

1. Many commentators freely acknowledge that this section is one of the most difficult to this point in the book, since it hardly seems to relate to the preceding context.

2. The concept of political power and authority is what ties this section to the preceding sections, each of which dealt with power and the manner in which men use it.

3. Further, the section about companionship  has stressed the value of not going it alone; this offers a negative example of the fact that there is some strength in numbers.

4. In this section, the Hebrew grammar and syntax are ambiguous, making it difficult to precisely determine how many actual participants are in view in what appears to be a single anecdote.

5. While the verses that follow refer to some historical situation with which Solomon was familiar, historical identification does not seem possible and all attempts to make specific identification lack sufficient documentation and are not ultimately persuasive.

a. While there may be some parallels to the life of Joseph (who was poor, imprisoned, and rose to a position of great power and authority in Egypt), he never actually attained to the position of kingship in Egypt.

b. Further, anyone prior to the life of Solomon would have to be ruled out if we take the phrase I have seen in verse 15 at face value.

c. Other identifications include David or Rehoboam (as contemporaries of Solomon), and later persons such as Onias and Herod the Great.

d. Onias and Herod must be ruled out, since they can only be considered if one assigns a very late date to the book of Ecclesiastes.

6. The first verse was likely a proverb that circulated at the time Solomon wrote (or one which he coined), which is used to introduce the anecdote about three types of kings that come to power.

7. It is introduced with another one of Solomon’s favorite ways of comparing and contrasting things in in Ecclesiastes--…is better than…
8. In this case, the poor young man is better in the sense that he is better suited to govern than the old foolish king.

9. The old king would normally possess the advantages of age and experience, except for this one conspicious flaw.

10. The characters in our proverb are introduced in verse 13, which include a poor, yet wise young man, and an old, yet foolish king.
11. These two characters are contrasted on a number of levels, which is designed to present a contrast that could hardly be more complete.

12. The first is that of social status, since the youth is from the lower classes of society and the king would certainly be considered as belonging to the highest class of society.

13. The second contrast would be in their relative wealth, since the youth is expressly declared to be poor, while the king would have enjoyed a good deal of prosperity.

a. The Hebrew term !Kes.mi (misken—poor) is used only twice in the Old Testament and only in the book of Ecclesiastes.

b. As such, it is difficult to get a clear understanding of what level of poverty is in view.
c. The Greek of the LXX translates the term with pe,nhj (penes), which denoted one that had to work for a living, but who was not reduced to abject begging.
d. Therefore, while there would be some social stigma attached to being poor, it does not appear that the young man was destitute or lazy.
14. The third contrast is in their ages, the youth being considered young, inexperienced, and naïve, while the much older king would be experienced and wise in the ways of the world.

15. The king’s age is not mentioned as a cause of his folly; rather, it is a strength that is overcome by his folly.

16. The fourth distinction is also important, since it sets forth a situation which is not expected; the old king would most naturally be expected to be the wise one, while the poor youth would more naturally be expected to be the foolish one.

17. Given all these contrasts, the point of the proverb is that one’s status in life does not determine how well one acclimates to the changing fortunes of his niche.

18. In the ancient world the accepted view was that poverty and youthfulness were far less desirable qualities than maturity, royalty, and the wealth associated with such a position.

19. The young man was considered to be far more vulnerable to sensual enticements, the excesses of youth, and bad decisions that resulted from inexperience.  Prov. 7:7

20. On the other hand, age was generally thought to bring wisdom and honor, with the promotion to the position of king being understood as the ultimate reward for wise conduct.  Job 12:12, 32:7

21. As he has done before, Solomon virtually reverses the accepted values of the wisdom tradition, exalting the young, poor man and indicting the aged king.

22. While this might be surprising, the qualifying phrase at the end of verse 13 provides the reason why the king is to be considered foolish in the first place.

23. The negative aL{ (lo’—not) is coupled with the verb [d;y" (yadha’--know) and followed with the infinitive construct of rh;z" (zahar), to indicate that he does not know how to receive instruction.
24. One interpretative question with regard to the Hebrew construction at the end of verse 13 is whether or not the king knew how to receive instruction when he was younger.

25. The final word of the Hebrew text in verse 13 is critical to understanding the intent of Solomon; the adverb dA[ (‘odh) has the sense of yet or still.
a. The word is derived from one that means to repeat or to do again, which gives the sense of repetition and permanence; it is used to indicate the continuance of a past or present action.
b. Most frequently this word has a temporal sense; it is used to indicate the continuance of a past or present event.  Gen. 18:22
c. It is used of things which are customary (IKings 22:24), and can therefore express constancy.  Gen. 48:15; Ps. 84:4
d. While one could argue that he never knew how to receive instruction, the point is that he now refuses to take good advice.
26. The verb rh;z" (zahar) has the root meaning of shine, send out light, or provide illumination.  Dan. 12:3
27. It is used most often of providing mental illumination through the process of teaching (Ex. 18:20), instructing one to warn him (Ps. 19:12; Ezek. 3:17-18), or giving advice or counsel.  Eccles. 4:13, 12:12
28. The Bible is very clear on the fact that the wise leader should surround himself with trustworthy advisors so that he may benefit from what insight they may have to offer.  Prov. 11:14, 15:22, 24:6
a. However, anyone in any position of authority must be careful about the type of person with whom he surrounds himself; he must be exceeding careful and examine the type of advice those around him are offering.  

b. Some people seek to offer counsel because they have a hidden agenda, which they hope to advance by means of unsound or evil advice.  Num. 31:16; Ps. 62:4; Prov. 12:20

c. Along those lines, there are those that are convinced that their advice is sound simply because it is their advice; it is right simply because they say it is.  Prov. 12:15, 13:16

d. Such persons are fools, whose counsel is to be rejected, and who should ultimately be avoided.  Prov. 26:4, 17:12

The proverb illustrated

4:14 For he has come out of prison to become king, even though he was born poor in his kingdom.  {conj. yKi because, for—prep. !mi from, out from—m.s.n.const. tyIB; from a house of—d.a. + Qal pass.part.m.p. rs;a' to tie, tie down, bind, house of the bindings=prison—Qal pf. 3ms. ac'y" to go, go out—pref. l + Qal inf.const. %l;m' to be or become king, to rule—conj. yKi because, for—conj. ~G: also, indeed, even—pref. B + f.s.n.const. + 3ms suff. tWkl.m; royal power, dominion, kingdom—Niphal pf. 3ms dl;y" to be born, he was born—Qal act.part.m.s. vWr to be poor, in poverty, destitute}

4:15 I have seen all the living under the sun throng to the side of the second lad who replaces him.  {Qal pf. 1s ha'r' I saw—s.d.o. tae—m.s.n.const. lKo all of—d.a. + m.p.adj. yx; the living ones—d.a. + Piel part.m.p. %l;h' the ones walking, intensive—prep. tx;T;  under—d.a. + c.s.n. vm,v,--prep. ~[I with, accompanying—d.a. + m.s.n. dl,y<  the youth, the young man—d.a. + m.s.adj. ynIve the second, the next one, the following one—rel.part. rv,a] who—Qal impf. 3ms dm;[' he will stand, he will arise—prep. + 3ms suff. tx;T; under him}
4:16 There is no end to all the people, to all who were before them, and even the ones who will come later will not be happy with him, for this too is vanity and striving after wind.  {adv. !yIa; there does not exist—m.s.n. #qe an end—pref. l + m.s.n.const. lKo to all of—d.a. + m.s.n. ~[; the people—pref. l + m.s.n. lKo to all—rel.part. rv,a] who—Qal pf. 3ms hy"h' became, came—pref. l + m.p.n.const. + 3mp suff. hn<P' to their faces=before them—conj. ~G: also, indeed, moreover—d.a. + m.p.adj. !Arx]a; used temporally, the latter ones, those who come later—neg. al{ + Qal impf. 3mp. xm;f' to rejoice, be happy, make merry—pref. B + 3ms suff.—conj. YKi because—adv. ~G: additionally, also—m.s.adj. hz< for this also—m.s.n. lb,h, vanity—waw + m.s.n.const. !Ay[.r; striving, chasing—c.s.n. x;Wr wind}

Exposition vs. 14-16

1. These three verses continue to explain the initial proverbial statement of verse 13 by providing a brief illustration with a number of subjects.

2. The problem in these three verses is their ambiguity, since it is somewhat unclear as to the number of players involved and the precise identification of each.

3. Although the situation was obviously known to Solomon, the text is somewhat vague, as seen in the number of pronouns and suffixes that are not clearly defined.

a. The first subject of verse 14 would appear to be the young man of the previous verse; however, the subject could be the original king as well.

b. It would seem to refer to the young man since there would not be any apparent benefit in describing the background of the old king.

c. The third person suffix on the term kingdom would seem to refer to the old king; however, some suggest that it refers to the young man.

d. The phrase the second lad in verse 15 may refer to the original young man who replaces the king; however, it would appear to be introducing another ruler who will replace the young man.

e. The final him in verse 15 may refer to the original king, or it may refer to the young man who replaced him.

f. The plural before them in verse 16 may refer to two or more, so it does not provide any help in the matter.

g. The final him in verse 16 may refer to the young man, or more likely to his successor.

4. It is possible that a situation was known to the ancient audience that stands behind this narrative, but the many gaps in the description would make it difficult for a modern audience to follow.

5. The anecdote is a short illustration designed to reinforce the fact that Solomon viewed royal power and those that attained it as another form of transient vanity.

6. Since this is the case, then the real value of the passage does not depend on knowing the precise details of the historical situation.

a. The force of the passage simply sees the value of royal status, along with its transitory power and fame, as another exercise in futility under the sun.

b. While wisdom is superior to folly, even the wise young man will lose his place in the sun and be replaced by someone else.

7. Identification of the people in the story.

a. The old king.

b. The young man is in view in verse 14, and the first two pronouns refer to him.

c. His kingdom would most naturally refer to the older king.

d. The second lad in verse 15 would refer to the next successor, who replaces the wise young man at some point.

e. The final pronoun him in verse 15 would refer to the first young man, who is replaced by another younger man.

f. The plural them in verse 16 would refer to all three—the original king, his younger successor, and the final young man that comes to power.

g. The third person pronoun him  refers to the last of the three kings.

8. In verse 15 Solomon engages in a bit of hyperbole to express that the force of public sentiment was clearly on the side of the new young king.

9. The populace was with him, which is a phrase that expresses their alliance and support of the new younger king.  Gen. 26:3; IIKings 6:16

10. All the living under the sun is designed to express the universal nature of political support; people are all too eager and willing to attach themselves to whatever new ruler comes along.

11. As mentioned above, one problem with verse 15 lies in the unexpected usage of the term ynIve (sheniy—second), which would seem to bring another young man into the picture.
12. The preposition  tx;T; (tachath—under, instead of) is often used to express the fact that one king has come to power and rules in place of the previous king.  IKings 11:43, 14:20,31
13. In verse 16 Solomon puts this all into perspective by drawing attention to the endless succession of subjects that have been part of the kingdom and those that will live in the kingdom in the future.

14. Eventually, all kings will get older, and the people will tire of their rule as they have tired of the rule of the previous kings; perhaps, they tire of it because his judgment has deteriorated as per the proverb.

15. However, the new will wear off of his reign (possibly long before he is old or his judgment deteriorates), and the citizens of the kingdom will become disenchanted with the king that they have initially followed.

16. The phrase they will not be happy with him refers to a king pleasing his subjects and being accepted by them.  Jud. 9:19

17. Although the youth enjoys an initial wave of popular support, those in the future will not be inclined to support the incumbent.

18. The thrust of verse 16 is found in the conclusion that all this succession of kings is just another part of the endless, transient futility of the human experience.

19. Royal power is transitory and people will quickly forget about who has ruled, regardless of their background, how they came to power, and their achievements in office.

20. Even if a new younger, wiser king takes the place of an old foolish king, even if he rules with wisdom and discretion, the people that welcomed the new ruler will tire of him in time.

21. While one should recognize that a new, wiser king is better than an old foolish king, neither is going to be permanent.

22. In the anecdote, the old king's loss of power was the expected and appropriate result of folly; however, the subsequent transfers of power may not have any such rationale. 

23. The first transfer of power demonstrates the value of wisdom, the second transfer of power demonstrates the instability of power and promotion.

24. Political popularity, whether it comes to one that deserves it or not, will fade; the coming generation will not be interested in the current ruler since he will not likely please them permanently.

25. This seems to echo his original assessment that life is repetitious, humans are fickle, and have very short memories when it comes to matters of this life.  Eccles. 1:9-11

26. There is a similar anecdote recorded by Solomon that makes much the same point as what is recorded here.  Eccles. 9:14-16

27. In both cases, the point is that while wisdom is superior, people do not give wisdom the attention they should and they quickly forget both the wise man and the fool.  Eccles. 2:16

28. Although there are some intriguing parallels in the life of Solomon, Rehoboam, and Jeroboam, they would relate to the future, and not the past or present.

29. Therefore, it seems best to understand verses 14-16 as a personal anecdote offered by Solomon to illustrate the point he made with his proverbial expression in verse 13.

Doctrine of Fools and Folly

PAGE  
1
Ecclesiastes 4


