Bible Study on Ecclesiastes 4:13–5:9

Connecting the Story
Last week, Qoheleth named real injustice, wickedness in the courts (3:16) and tears with no one to comfort them (4:1), and still chose to trust God's judgment rather than demand to see it fixed on his own timeline. He landed there on some of the warmest wisdom in the book: we were never meant to carry our toil, or our sorrow, alone. Two are better than one (4:9–12).
That same refrain follows us into this week's passage. Watch for it, a striving after wind, showing up again in both 4:16 and 5:7. And by 5:8, Qoheleth returns one more time to the very problem he raised last week, oppression, only now explained as a whole chain of officials. He's still asking the same question last week left us with: how do we live faithfully in a world we can't control?
Flow of the Passage (Ecclesiastes 4:13–5:9)
Ideas to keep in mind as you read:
1. Qoheleth watches a poor, wise youth eclipse an old, foolish king, then shows how fast the crowd's applause fades too.
1. He shifts from politics to worship, warning us to guard our steps and our words in the house of God.
1. He presses further into our vows, words spoken to God are serious business, not to be taken back carelessly.
1. He returns one more time to oppression, now explained as a whole chain of officials, each one watched by one above him.
1. He ends with an unexpected note of stability: a land still gains from a king committed to the field.
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. Qoheleth watches a poor, wise youth take an old king's place (4:13–14), then notes that even this new favorite's crowd won't be happy with whoever comes after him (4:16). Back in 2:18–19, he already grieved handing his life's work to a successor who might be wise, or might be a fool. What do both passages say about resting your hope in whoever comes next?
 
 
1. This passage moves through a king's fading popularity, then worship, then vows, then oppression. Look again at 5:2, 5:6, and 5:7. What repeated danger, about our own words, does Qoheleth keep coming back to right in the middle of this passage?
 
 
1. Qoheleth names oppression one more time in 5:8, a chain of officials each watched by one above him. He already named this same problem in 3:16 and 4:1. Compare his tone here to his tone back in 4:1. Does he seem more shaken by it, or less?
 
 
1. Qoheleth ends this passage on an unexpected note: “this is gain for a land in every way: a king committed to cultivated fields” (5:9), right after naming oppression. Back in 3:22, he landed in a similar place, rejoicing in the work in front of you. What does he seem to keep pointing us toward when the bigger problems can't be solved?
 
 
Verse by Verse
A Poor Wise Youth, an Old Foolish King (4:13–14)
13 Better was a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king who no longer knew how to take advice.  14 For he went from prison to the throne, though in his own kingdom he had been born poor.  
1. Qoheleth doesn't say the old king was always foolish. He says the king no longer knew how to take _______________. Something happened to him along the way, power itself seems to have closed his ears. Meanwhile the youth has nothing, no wealth, no position, no reputation, and Qoheleth still ranks him higher, because of what he knows, not what he has.
Look back at what made the youth “better” in verse 13. Was it his age, his background, or something else?
Why do you think Qoheleth points out that the king “no longer knew how to take advice,” instead of just calling him a bad king?
Last week we saw that two are better than one, because a companion can lift you up when you fall (4:9–12). Look again at verse 13, what does this king seem to be missing that might have kept him from becoming foolish in the first place?
No One Remembers Him (4:15–16)
15 I saw all the living who move about under the sun, along with that youth who was to stand in the king's place.  16 There was no end of all the people, all of whom he led. Yet those who come later will not rejoice in him. Surely this also is vanity and a striving after wind.  
1. The crowd around this new, popular youth has no _______________ (v. 16), it's massive. But Qoheleth already warned us in chapter 1 that popularity like this doesn't last: there is no lasting remembrance of what came before, or what comes after (1:11). Even this youth's turn in the spotlight is borrowed time.
This youth is wildly popular right now, endless crowds follow him. What does verse 16 say happens to that popularity in the next generation?
What do you think Qoheleth wants us to feel when he says this crowd had “no end,” right before saying no one will even rejoice in this youth later?
Guard Your Steps in Worship (5:1–3)
5:1 Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. To draw near to listen is better than to offer the sacrifice of fools, for they do not know that they are doing evil.  5:2 Be not rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to utter a word before God, for God is in heaven and you are on earth. Therefore let your words be few.  5:3 For a dream comes with much business, and a fool's voice with many words.  
1. After watching kings and crowds rise and fall, Qoheleth suddenly turns and speaks directly to us: guard your _______________ when you go to the house of God (v. 1). If human popularity and power are this unstable, worship is not the place to bring careless words or empty performance, it's the one place we're dealing with Someone who doesn't fade.
Verse 1 says listening is better than “the sacrifice of fools.” Is the danger going to worship at all, or going carelessly?
Why do you think Qoheleth picks this exact moment, right after two chapters of watching kings and crowds rise and fall, to suddenly start giving direct commands about worship?
Keep Your Vows, Fear God (5:4–7)
5:4 When you vow a vow to God, do not delay paying it, for he has no pleasure in fools. Pay what you vow.  5:5 It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and not pay.  5:6 Let not your mouth lead you into sin, and do not say before the messenger that it was a mistake. Why should God be angry at your voice and destroy the work of your hands?  5:7 For when dreams increase and words grow many, there is vanity; but God is the one you must fear.  
1. Qoheleth uses the book's key word one more time here: when dreams increase and words grow many, there is _______________ (v. 7). Even our religious words can become just one more version of the emptiness he's named since chapter 1. The way out isn't more words, it's fearing God instead of performing for Him.
According to verse 5, which is actually safer, not vowing at all, or vowing and failing to keep it?
Why might God take a broken vow to Him more seriously than a broken promise to another person?
Oppression Up the Chain (5:8–9)
5:8 If you see in a province the oppression of the poor and the violation of justice and righteousness, do not be amazed at the matter, for the high official is watched by a higher, and there are yet higher ones over them.  5:9 But this is gain for a land in every way: a king committed to cultivated fields.  
1. Qoheleth names oppression a third time in this series, first in the courts (3:16), then in the tears of the oppressed (4:1), now in a whole chain of officials, each one watched by one above him. But his tone has changed: he doesn't weep here, he simply says do not be _______________ (v. 8). By now, he expects it.
Compare Qoheleth's response to injustice here with his response back in 4:1. Does he seem more shaken by it here, or less?
Why do you think Qoheleth pairs oppression (v. 8) right next to a note about the land's gain (v. 9), instead of ending the passage on the injustice?

