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As a high school student, I was pretty good at maths. I even did 3 Unit (or Ext 1) Maths in Year 11 and 12. 
But there was a big difference between doing Year 7-10 maths versus wracking my brain to solve complex 
mathematical problems in Year 11-12. I had learnt lots of formulas and principles, which I was able to 
apply to exam questions, which got me good marks. But suddenly, the problems were more difficult and I 
realised that rote learning formulas, was not the same thing as mastering senior school mathematics.   
In the same way, while many of us have spent years, reading and studying the Bible, we may think we’ve 
worked out God and how He works in our world. God created the universe with precision and order. In 
Deut 28-30, obedience is rewarded by life and prosperity, while curses follow disobedience. There is an 
expectation that, if we do the right thing, that life should be ‘good’, even prosperous. But at some point, we 
experience a life situation, where we have a health issue, we lose our job, a marriage or relationship 
implodes, we have financial problems, fires rage, viruses spread, and our view of God is challenged. In 
the same way, today’s passage challenges us to consider and reflect anew on how God works. “The 
observable patterns of life that are taught in traditional wisdom must be supplemented by a recognition 
that the sovereign God cannot be confined to formulas that finite humans have developed.”1  
 
READ: ECCLESIASTES 7:13-18   
 What does it mean to “consider the work of God”? Why is it important to turn our minds to this? 

 
   
 In Eccl 7:13-14, we face the challenge that God has made things “crooked”, plus that God has 

made both the day of prosperity as well as the day of adversity. One critic has written:  
“Perhaps the most potent argument against the existence of an all-powerful and all-loving God 
is the undeniable fact that there is so much pain and suffering in the world. If there really is a 
God of love who has unlimited power, why doesn’t he put an end to all this evil?”2 

Is the writer of Ecclesiastes saying that God is behind sin, evil and consciously works devastation 
in our lives? What is the difference between the critic’s perspective and us having a healthy view 
of God being sovereign over the world? What questions does this raise for you? 
 

 
 The writer asks the question: “who can straighten what he has made …?” This is a rhetorical 

question where we are meant to answer, that none of us can change what God has done or what 
God has ordained. At this point, we might be tempted to think that we are expected to just accept 
our circumstances, as a fait accompli. But if African Americans had accepted their lot and not 
prayed for change, the US may never have seen a bill for emancipation of slaves.3 Reinhold 
Neibuhr’s ‘Serenity Prayer’ says “Father, give us courage to change what must be altered, serenity 
to accept what cannot be helped, and the insight to know the one from the other.”4 Does God call 
us to only ever ‘serenely’ accept our circumstances? Or is there also the need to sometimes enter 
our own ‘Garden of Gethsemane’ and pray fervently for change?  
 

 In Eccl 7:14, we are told that we will both experience “the day of prosperity” and “the day of 
adversity”. This flies straight in the face of any ‘prosperity gospel’ which would tell us that we can 
automatically expect life to be easy and troubles are eliminated, by choosing to follow Jesus. It has 
been said that we can’t control our circumstances, but we can control how we respond. According 
to the writer, how should we respond when we face each of these ‘days’? 
 

 There is a whole industry, fuelled by a desire of people to know the future, to try to get some control 
over their lives, plus security and certainty about their circumstances. This includes people 
consulting astrologers and fortune tellers (which Scripture forbids us from doing). But the writer 
tells us “that mortals may not find out anything that will come after them.” (Eccl 7:14) Because we 
don’t know what the next day will bring, any adverse change in circumstances can potentially throw 
us and our lives ‘off balance’. Do you feel anxious about the future, especially given the health risks 
we all face in the current circumstances? What comfort is there in knowing that God is sovereign 
and that he has control over both the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ days (and life seasons) that we face?  
 

 
1 Estes, D. (2005) Handbook on the Wisdom Books and Psalms. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic), 346. 
2 De Silva, AL Beyond Belief. A Buddhist Critique of Fundamentalist Christianity. 
http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/beyond-belief02.pdf 
3 https://www.christianitytoday.com/history/2020/june/juneteenth-answered-prayer-slavery-emancipation.html?utm_source=ctweekly-
html&utm_medium=Newsletter&utm_term=21700307&utm_content=718225709&utm_campaign=email 
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serenity_Prayer 



Springwood Baptist Church: Term 2, 2020           Series: Ecclesiastes  Week 2: The ‘Pot-Holed’ Road 

 In Prov 3:5-6, we are challenged to commit our way to the Lord. In 1 Pet 5:7, we are told to cast all 
our anxiety on God, because he cares for us. Are there particular areas of your life, that you are 
worried or anxious about? Are you trying to ‘fix’ a situation or trying to control the outcome?  
 

 In Eccl 7:15, we read: “In my vain life I have seen everything; there are righteous people who perish 
in their righteousness, and there are wicked people who prolong their life in their evildoing.” How 
do you feel about this verse? Isn’t this the opposite of how ‘divine justice’ is supposed to work? 

 

 If we take a simple view of the ‘rules’ of retribution in the Bible, then the righteous will be rewarded 
and the wicked will be punished. In Eccl 7:15, the writer highlights that, in reality, the opposite often 
happens. Sometimes the righteous perish and the wicked have long lives in which to keep doing 
evil. It’s simply not fair! But what was the preacher’s intention? Some commentators see that some 
people had misinterpreted the ‘wisdom sayings’ to be “comprehensive and invariable laws”, but 
that in Ecclesiastes, the ‘preacher’ (Qoheleth) was saying that “wisdom teachings were not all-
encompassing statements about reality, but generalisations … (and that he wanted) to bring his 
readers to a more balanced and realistic understanding of the complexities of life in a fallen world.”5 

 
 In Prov 9:10 we read that: “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the 

Holy One is insight.” In Eccl 12:13-14, we read: “The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God, 
and keep his commandments; for that is the whole duty of everyone. For God will bring every deed 
into judgment, including every secret thing, whether good or evil.” What does it mean for you, to fear 
God? What do these verses say about the need for us to know God and how much God knows us? 

 

 Eccl 7:16-18 is difficult to interpret. The preacher obviously sees folly as destructive. However, 
excessive righteousness, wisdom and wickedness are also seen in a negative light. Phil 
commented that the writer is not talking about a holiness that comes with the humility of faith but a 
hypocritical holiness that comes when we have too high a view of ourselves. If we see ourselves 
as self-righteous, and if we think that that our self-righteousness should act as some sort of 
‘insurance policy’ against the troubles of life, then we fall into the danger of expecting God to act in 
line with our expectations, rather allowing God to be sovereign over our lives and his world.  

Murphy comments: “The nuance of “the one who fears God” in 7:18 is difficult to determine. Such a 
person is said to “come through” or succeed (literally, “go out”) with respect to the alternatives 
Qoheleth proposes - but any translation is uncertain and the sense is far from clear. The alternatives 
are excessive wickedness (= folly) and excessive wisdom (= virtue). Neither course of action is per 
se profitable, because God in Qoheleth’s view is not bound to any kind of retributive justice. Both 
recommendations (7:16–17) illustrate the failure of human wisdom to understand what God is about. 
It is the God-fearer who will come out of it all in the best shape. Fear of God is more basic for living 
than doctrines about wisdom and moral conduct. The spirit of v 18 is close to 3:14 and 5:6. … 
Qoheleth’s understanding of what it means to fear God seems to flow from the mystery and 
incomprehensibility of God. If one cannot understand what God is doing (3:11; 8:17; 11:6), and indeed 
if one does not perceive either divine love or hatred (9:1), reverential fear is in order (cf. 3:14; 5:6).”6  
Provan adds this: “Those who pursue wisdom or righteousness for “profit” … hoping to gain an edge 
over God and force his hand, are in no different a position to those who pursue foolishness and 
wickedness. Both are guilty of hubris - the arrogant self-deification in which mortal beings so regularly 
indulge as they seek to fashion reality after their own liking. Both are guilty of sin. … Reverence for 
God requires not only the avoidance of foolishness and wickedness but also the pursuit of wisdom 
and righteousness. If indeed it is reverence for God that motivates the pursuit, then it is a good thing.”7  
 Many frustrations that we experience, arise because our expectations are not met. For some, 

experiencing troubles in life can lead to anger and bitterness with God. Have you experienced this? 
 
APPLICATION:  God is at work, both ‘in’ and ‘through’ us – conforming us to the image of his Son (Rom 
8:29) and forming us, to do good works. (Eph 2:10) What things are ‘crooked’ and/or broken in your life? 
What things do you wish God would change or straighten or heal?  

 HEAD – What have you learnt from this study? If you are experiencing a time of trouble, what ‘work’ 
do you think God might be doing in your life at the moment?  

 HEART – What is the state of your relationship with God at the moment? Is there any anger, 
bitterness or resentment towards God? How do you feel about God being sovereign over your life? 

 HANDS – We were not made to carry anger. Hand it over to God and lay it at the foot of the cross. 

 
5 Curtis, EM. (2013) Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs. Teach the Text Commentary Series. (Grand Rapids, Mi: BakerBooks), 72. 
6 Murphy, R. (1992). Ecclesiastes (Vol. 23A). Dallas: Word, Incorporated. p ixv.  
7 Provan, I. (2001). Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 152. 


