Bible Study on Ecclesiastes 7:7–29

Connecting the Story
Over the past two weeks, Qoheleth has made us look honestly at two things everybody has to deal with, money and death. He showed us that whoever loves money will never be satisfied with it (5:10), and that we leave this world the same way we came in, with nothing in our hands (5:15). Then he took us to the house of mourning, where death reminds us that our days are numbered (7:2). The question he kept putting in front of us was simple, is my relationship with money and with death healthy? Because how we hold on to money and how we face death show what we really believe about God.
This week, Qoheleth turns to two things that are harder to see in ourselves, our wisdom and our goodness. He pushes us to ask what we really believe about wisdom. Is it something we work hard to get on our own, the thing that will finally help us figure life out? Or is it something God has to give us?
He also makes us look at how we see our own lives. Most of us would say we're good people, not perfect, but good enough. Qoheleth doesn't let us settle for that.
Just like money and death, the way we view wisdom and our own goodness says a lot about the health of our relationship with God. If we trust our own wisdom and goodness, we won't think we need much from Him. If we see them honestly, we'll see how much we need Him to make us straight.
Flow of the Passage (Ecclesiastes 7:7–29)
Ideas to keep in mind as you read:
1. Qoheleth warns that even the wise can be corrupted, then lays out what looks like a good life, patience, contentment, and wisdom that protects.
1. He watches the righteous die young and the wicked live long, and lands on the world's answer, don't be too good, don't be too bad.
1. He admits no one is righteous, not even us, and that wisdom stayed far from him no matter how hard he searched.
1. He ends with the one thing he found, God made us upright, but we went looking for our own schemes.
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. Last week Qoheleth asked, “who knows what is good for man?” (6:12). In verses 8–14 he starts listing things that are “better.” What are they, and what do they have in common?
 
 
1. Two weeks ago we saw that whoever loves money will never be satisfied with it (5:10). In verses 11–12, Qoheleth puts wisdom right next to money. Why do you think he compares the two?
 
 
1. Last week Qoheleth said death has something to teach us (7:2). Death shows up again in verses 15 and 17. Watching who lives and who dies, what is Qoheleth learning about being good?
 
 
1. Follow the words “find” and “found” through verses 24–29. What does Qoheleth find, and what does he never find?
 
 
Verse by Verse
A Search That Looks Successful (7:7–19)
7 Surely oppression drives the wise into madness, and a bribe corrupts the heart.  8 Better is the end of a thing than its beginning, and the patient in spirit is better than the proud in spirit.  9 Be not quick in your spirit to become angry, for anger lodges in the heart of fools.  10 Say not, “Why were the former days better than these?” For it is not from wisdom that you ask this.  11 Wisdom is good with an inheritance, an advantage to those who see the sun.  12 For the protection of wisdom is like the protection of money, and the advantage of knowledge is that wisdom preserves the life of him who has it.  13 Consider the work of God: who can make straight what he has made crooked?  14 In the day of prosperity be joyful, and in the day of adversity consider: God has made the one as well as the other, so that man may not find out anything that will be after him.  15 In my vain life I have seen everything. There is a righteous man who perishes in his righteousness, and there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his evildoing.  16 Be not overly righteous, and do not make yourself too wise. Why should you destroy yourself?  17 Be not overly wicked, neither be a fool. Why should you die before your time?  18 It is good that you should take hold of this, and from that withhold not your hand, for the one who fears God shall come out from both of them.  19 Wisdom gives strength to the wise man more than ten rulers who are in a city.  
1. Qoheleth starts with a warning, even the wise can be corrupted (v. 7). Then he lists the things that make for a good life, patience over pride, not living in the past, wisdom that protects you like money does. Even his advice in verses 16–18, don't be too good and don't be too bad, sounds reasonable at first. On paper it looks like he has life figured out. But he keeps hinting that it isn't enough, wisdom only helps “those who see the sun” (v. 11), and no one can make _______________ what God has made crooked (v. 13).
Verse 7 says a bribe corrupts the heart. Whose heart, the one giving the bribe or the one taking it? What does that say about how safe wisdom makes a person?
Look at what Qoheleth calls better or good in verses 8–14 and 19. Would most people look at someone living this way and say they have it together?
Verse 10 doesn't say the old days weren't better, it says asking that question isn't wise. Why do you think longing for the past can keep us from living faithfully today?
Verse 14 says God made both the good day and the hard day. Why do you think He doesn't let us see what's coming?
Verses 16–17 say don't be too good and don't be too bad. Does that sound like the rest of Scripture? Compare it with Matthew 5:6.
A Search That Comes Up Empty (7:20–28)
20 Surely there is not a righteous man on earth who does good and never sins.  21 Do not take to heart all the things that people say, lest you hear your servant cursing you.  22 Your heart knows that many times you yourself have cursed others.  23 All this I have tested by wisdom. I said, “I will be wise,” but it was far from me.  24 That which has been is far off, and deep, very deep; who can find it out?  25 I turned my heart to know and to search out and to seek wisdom and the scheme of things, and to know the wickedness of folly and the foolishness that is madness.  26 And I find something more bitter than death: the woman whose heart is snares and nets, and whose hands are fetters. He who pleases God escapes her, but the sinner is taken by her.  27 Behold, this is what I found, says the Preacher, while adding one thing to another to find the scheme of things—  28 which my soul has sought repeatedly, but I have not found. One man among a thousand I found, but a woman among all these I have not found.  
1. Here the search starts falling apart. There is not a _______________ man on earth who does good and never sins (v. 20), and if we're honest, our own mouths prove it (v. 22). Then the wisest man alive admits it, he wanted to be wise, but it was _______________ from him (v. 23). He searched with everything he had, and what he found was a trap, a woman more bitter than death, the same picture Proverbs uses for Folly (Proverbs 9:13–18).
Who is the sinner in verse 22? How does that prove what verse 20 just said?
Paul quotes verse 20 in Romans 3:10. Read Romans 3:23–24, where does Paul take this verse that Qoheleth doesn't?
Qoheleth searched with his whole heart (v. 25), and still says he “finds” the woman of verse 26 more bitter than death. Based on the end of that verse, which group does that put him in?
If the wisest man couldn't find wisdom by searching for it, how does wisdom actually come to us? Look at Proverbs 9:10 and James 1:5.
The One Thing He Found (7:29)
29 See, this alone I found, that God made man upright, but they have sought out many schemes.  
1. After all the searching, Qoheleth lands on the one thing he's sure of, God made man _______________, but they have sought out many schemes (v. 29). Upright literally means straight. In verse 13 it sounded like God made things crooked, here Qoheleth admits God made us straight, and we're the ones who bent. That's hard to hear, but it's also where hope starts, because a fault can be forgiven, a fate can't.
In verse 29, who made man upright and who went after the schemes? Who is “they”?
Put verse 13 next to verse 29. Who gets the blame for the crookedness in each verse?
Verse 28 can sound harsh toward women. How does verse 29 keep us from reading it that way?
If we bent ourselves, can we straighten ourselves back out? Read Romans 3:23–24 and 1 Peter 3:18, how does the gospel answer verse 29?

