Bible Study on Ecclesiastes 3:16–4:12

Review
Before we dive into this week's passage, let's step back and review what we've seen so far in this series.
1. Again and again, Qoheleth's verdict on life under the sun is the same Hebrew word, usually translated _______________.
1. That verdict comes from watching life only from _______________ the sun, from ground level, without yet bringing in what God has revealed beyond it.
1. What we build and achieve doesn't outlast us either. Chapter 1 already said there's no lasting _______________ of what came before, or what will come after us (1:11).
1. Whatever Qoheleth tests, wisdom, pleasure, wealth, or justice, he keeps landing on the same phrase: a striving after _______________.
1. But chapter 2 already pointed to the same gift Qoheleth returns to again and again: eating, drinking, and finding _______________ in your toil is from the hand of God (2:24).
1. Chapter 3 already told us there's a time for everything, and that whatever God does _______________ forever, nothing added, nothing taken away (3:14). Our job isn't to control the timing, it's to trust the One who does.
1. Where the search for lasting meaning keeps coming up empty, Scripture points us to real hope in _______________.
1. And the wisdom that actually holds up isn't wisdom that starts and ends with us. It's wisdom that begins with the fear of the _______________.
Flow of the Passage (Ecclesiastes 3:16–4:12)
Ideas to keep in mind as you read:
1. Qoheleth names injustice in the courts, then tests his own hope that God will set it right.
1. He compares man to the beasts, pressing hard on what death does and doesn't prove.
1. He looks at real oppression and calls the dead, even the unborn, more fortunate than the living.
1. He turns to toil driven by envy, and a man who works himself to exhaustion with no one to leave it to.
1. He lands on some of the warmest, most practical wisdom in the book: two are better than one.
Observation
Before we break the passage down verse by verse, step back and look at it as a whole. These questions aren't about individual details, they're about the larger themes running through the whole passage.
1. This passage touches several different problems, corrupt courts, mortality, oppression, lonely toil, before landing on companionship. Back in 1:14, Qoheleth already gave us one word for problems like these: “all is vanity and a striving after wind.” What single word from that verse could you put over every problem in this passage?
 
 
1. Qoheleth names the same problem, injustice, twice in this passage (3:16 and 4:1). He already warned us back in 1:15, “What is crooked cannot be made straight.” How does that earlier verse help explain why one mention of injustice wasn't enough for him?
 
 
1. Twice in this passage Qoheleth says something startling, that the dead, even the unborn, are better off than the living (4:2–3). He already said something similar back in 2:16, “the wise dies just like the fool.” What do both passages agree death does to every human achievement?
 
 
1. In 3:18–21, people are compared to animals that just die and return to dust. By 4:9–12, two people are pictured lifting each other back up. What changed between those two pictures, what does the second one offer that the first one couldn't?
 
 
Verse by Verse
Injustice in the Place of Judgment (3:16)
16 Moreover, I saw under the sun that in the place of justice, even there was wickedness, and in the place of righteousness, even there was wickedness.  
1. The Hebrew of verse 16 is built like a mirror: “the place of judgment, wickedness was there; the place of _______________, wickedness was there.” Everything else in this passage, Qoheleth's hope in verse 17, his hard look at death in verses 18–21, his return to real oppression in chapter 4, is Qoheleth working through this one problem from different angles.
Look back at verse 16. What's the one problem it names that keeps resurfacing through the rest of this passage?
A Time to Judge (3:17)
17 I said in my heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked, for there is a time for every matter and for every work.  
1. Qoheleth's first move after naming the problem isn't despair, it's hope: “God will _______________ the righteous and the wicked, for there is a time for every matter and for every work.” But he doesn't just state this and move on. He immediately puts it to the hardest test he can find.
1. That phrase, “a time for every matter,” isn't new here. Chapter 3 opened with the same idea: “for everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven” (3:1), and “He has made everything beautiful in its _______________” (3:11). Qoheleth isn't guessing that God will eventually judge. He's applying what he already learned two chapters ago: timing belongs to God, not to us, and our part is to trust and submit to it rather than control it.
Verse 17 leans on the same "time" language chapter 3 already used. Is Qoheleth being asked to control the timing of justice here, or to trust it?
Tested Like the Beasts (3:18–21)
18 I said in my heart with regard to the children of man that God is testing them that they may see that they themselves are but beasts.  19 For what happens to the children of man and what happens to the beasts is the same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath, and man has no advantage over the beasts, for all is vanity.  20 All go to one place. All are from the dust, and to dust all return.  21 Who knows whether the spirit of man goes upward and the spirit of the beast goes down into the earth?  
If Qoheleth already knows the answer, God will judge, why does this timing still seem to bother him enough to switch gears here?
1. Verse 18 explains why Qoheleth goes here right after his hope in verse 17: God is _______________ the children of man, so that they may see that they themselves are but beasts. If judgment is coming, Qoheleth wants to know first whether death cancels out any difference between people.
1. Verse 19 pushes the test further: man and beast “all have the same _______________, and man has no advantage over the beasts.” This is the sharpest challenge yet to the hope of verse 17. If everyone ends the same way, what does it matter who was righteous and who was wicked?
1. Verse 21 asks the question this test has been building to: “Who knows whether the spirit of man goes _______________ and the spirit of the beast goes down into the earth?” Qoheleth can't settle it from observation, but notice he doesn't let go of verse 17's hope either. He just admits its foundation isn't something he can see for himself.
Compare verse 21's question with the hope Qoheleth stated back in verse 17. Does this section undo that hope, or something else?
Enjoy Your Portion (3:22)
22 So I saw that there is nothing better than that a man should rejoice in his work, for that is his lot. Who can bring him to see what will be after him?  
1. After all the unresolved tension of verses 16 through 21, injustice he can't fix, death he can't fully explain, Qoheleth doesn't collapse. He lands here: “there is nothing better than that a man should _______________ in his work, for that is his lot.” He sets down what he can't carry and picks up what he can.
Look at verse 22. After everything left unresolved in verses 16 through 21, what does Qoheleth do with it?
The Tears of the Oppressed (4:1)
4:1 Again I saw all the oppressions that are done under the sun. And behold, the tears of the oppressed, and they had no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was power, and there was no one to comfort them.  
1. Chapter 4 opens with Qoheleth returning to the exact problem he named in verse 16, but this time it isn't abstract. Twice in one verse he repeats: they had no one to _______________ them. The wickedness sitting in the courtroom now has a face, real people, real tears.
Compare verse 1 with verse 16. How does this verse relate back to the injustice named there?
Better Off Dead? (4:2–3)
4:2 And I thought the dead who are already dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive.  4:3 But better than both is he who has not yet been and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun.  
1. The weight of verse 1, oppression with no comforter, is heavy enough that Qoheleth reaches for the strongest language in the book. He calls the dead more _______________ than the living, then verse 3 pushes further still: better than both is he who has not yet _______________ and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun. This isn't a new complaint, it's how seriously Qoheleth takes the comfortless suffering he just described.
Look back at verse 1. Why does its weight push Qoheleth to say something this extreme in verses 2 and 3?
Toil Born of Envy (4:4–6)
4:4 Then I saw that all toil and all skill in work come from a man's envy of his neighbor. This also is vanity and a striving after wind.  4:5 The fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh.  4:6 Better is a handful of quietness than two hands full of toil and a striving after wind.  
1. Qoheleth shifts from oppression to something closer to home: ordinary work. But look at the root problem, it's the same one from verse 16. There, wickedness twisted justice. Here, “all toil and all skill in work come from a man's _______________ of his neighbor,” something good, work, gets twisted by comparison.
1. Verse 5 names the opposite failure just as bluntly: “the fool folds his hands and eats his own _______________.” Idleness isn't the innocent alternative to envious striving. It destroys a person just as surely, only more slowly.
1. Verse 6 offers the way between both ditches: “better is a handful of quietness than two hands full of _______________ and a striving after wind.” Qoheleth isn't condemning ambition itself. He's condemning the kind of ambition that can never rest because it's always measuring itself against someone else's hands.
Compare verse 4 with verse 16. What do the corrupted courts and the envy-driven work have in common?
The Loneliness of More (4:7–8)
4:7 Again, I saw vanity under the sun:  4:8 one person who has no other, either son or brother, yet there is no end to all his toil, and his eyes are never satisfied with riches, so that he never asks, “For whom am I toiling and depriving myself of pleasure?” This also is vanity and an unhappy business.  
1. Qoheleth now zooms in on one man to show where isolated toil actually leads: “one person who has no _______________, either son or brother, yet there is no end to all his toil.” He finally asks the question that should have come much earlier, “for whom am I toiling and depriving myself of _______________?” Qoheleth places this man right before his next point on purpose.
Look ahead to verses 9 through 12. Why do you think Qoheleth places this lonely man's story right before it?
Two Are Better Than One (4:9–12)
4:9 Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil.  4:10 For if they fall, one will lift up his fellow. But woe to him who is alone when he falls and has not another to lift him up!  4:11 Again, if two lie together, they keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone?  4:12 And though a man might prevail against one who is alone, two will withstand him — a threefold cord is not quickly broken.  
1. This section directly answers two problems already named in this passage: the oppressed with no one to comfort them in verse 1, and the lonely man with no one to share his toil in verses 7 and 8. “Two are better than one, because they have a good _______________ for their toil.” Verse 10 makes it concrete, “if they fall, one will lift up his fellow... has not another to lift him _______________!” And verse 12 closes with the image most people remember: a _______________ cord is not quickly broken. Even our toil finds its purpose here, we were never meant to carry it, or make sense of it, alone.
Look back at verse 1 and verses 7 through 8. How does this section answer those problems, not just the lonely man's story?
