LESSON 10
LIVING IN A PARADOXICAL WORLD


Ecclesiastes 7:15-29
I. Text and Context

This unit begins with the statement that the Teacher has seen both adversity (early death) and prosperity (long life) and he struggles with this paradox:  God has promised that those who keep his law will prolong their life (Exodus 20:12) yet some righteous die young and some wicked “prolong their life”. In this section of Scripture the fear of God is again stated as the key to living life and facing death. 

II. Theme and Goal
This portion of Scripture begins with a reflection in 7:15 which is then followed by observations about the righteous and unrighteous and admonitions and further instruction. There are key words used in this passage as well: wisdom, find out/not find out, and schemes. The teacher calls us to “take hold of the one, without letting go of the other” and we need to determine what “the one” and “the other” are. They refer to the pieces of advice given in verses 16-17: do not be too righteous, do not be too wicked. Even though wisdom gives strength to the wise (vs. 19) even the righteous cannot do good without sinning (vs. 20). The meaning of “too righteous” and “too wicked” is not totally clear but the best way to interpret it is that “too righteous” can mean “superrighteous” and “too wicked” as “very wicked”. So, the summary theme of this portion of Scripture can be stated as follows:
Since we cannot make sense of this paradoxical world, those who fear God should not be superrighteous nor very wicked

III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage



A. Longitudinal themes:
Throughout the OT and NT we see God reminding his people that they should not seek to extend their lives by being superrighteous but instead by trusting God to fulfill his promises (2 Cor 6:17-7:1, Rom 12:1-2). 


B. Analogy:
The Pharisees tried to be superrighteous by splitting up God’s law and commands into numerous rules and regulations. Jesus warned them about their superrighteous practices (Matt 23:23, Matt 15:3-8, Matt 5:20). Jesus warned those who tried to establish their own righteousness at the expense of overlooking practical opportunities for love and justice (Matt 25:41, 24:51). 


C. NT references:
Romans 3:10 and 21-22 are two references in the NT that can be found here in Ecclesiastes. 


E. Redemptive-Historical progression:
When God gave Israel the law His presence caused them to fear him….to live in awe of him. If they really feared God, they would not seek to prolong their lives by trying to be superrighteous (think of the Pharisees), and, obviously, they would not seek to be very wicked. Yet, the history of Israel shows that true righteousness is out of the reach of sinful creatures (Ecc 7:20, Job 28:38-42). Jesus coming into the world allows his followers to be clothed with the righteousness and wisdom of Christ (1 Cor 1:23-24, Rom 3:21-22, Eph 4:22-24). 
     IV. Meaning and Application
 What need did the Teacher address? Since people often don’t understand why “bad things happen to good people and good things seem to happen to bad people” they are often tempted to either try harder to live a good life and be righteous OR give up the Christian faith and tolerate great sin in their lives. We see many biblical examples of righteous people dying young (Abel, Naboth, Stephen, Jesus Christ). The Psalms frequently struggle with this question of God’s seeming travesty of justice:  Ps 73:12-14. Today, Christians face the same temptation. What should we do when we see the wicked living long and the righteous dying young?


A]
Don’t respond by being superrighteous:   What does that mean?   Jesus is not opposed to being righteous. In fact Christ called his disciples to have a righteousness that superceded the Pharisees and to “be perfect” (Matt 5:48). The Hebrew context here really does not allow us to interpret this as being “self-righteous”. Verse 15 helps us: “there are righteous people who perish in their righteousness”. Some Israelites (and perhaps some of us) were tempted to think that if righteous people died young or too early that somehow they were not righteous enough. Here the Teacher says  don’t try to be superrighteous. No matter how righteous we become, we can never force God to prolong our life because of our righteousness. The goal of perfect righteousness is beyond us. It is only our pride that leads us to think that somehow we can be righteous enough to force God’s hand to bless us and extend our life. When we strain for perfection and superrighteousness it is a refusal to be honest and accept our sinfulness and our human limitations. Brown summarizes this well when he says “the Teacher exposes all efforts to fulfill the absolute ideals of righteousness as self-serving attempts to reap glory. A life obsessed with righteousness, in fact, blinds a person to his or her own sinfulness” 1

B] Don’t respond by being too wicked:
People might think if righteousness cannot guarantee a long life then why worry about doing the right thing….why not just live as you want. The Teacher says that to “aim to be wicked is to be a fool”. The Teacher is not condoning being very or a little wicked. The Teacher knows and states in verse 20 that all of mankind are flawed creatures. Even the best of our works are tainted by sin. The Teacher warns us against choosing to be wicked or choosing to sin deliberately.    


In verse 18 the Teacher recommends two things: First, take hold of the one. Do not try to be superrighteous for that is impossible for sinners. Second, don’t let go of the other. Do not choose to be very wicked for that would be a fool. 

The key then for living in a world where some godly people die young and some wicked become old – the key to living in such a paradoxical world is to fear God. Vs. 18 says “the one who fears God shall succeed with both. How?  People who truly fear God will not try to prolong their life by trying to be superrighteous. We are all sinners and God alone has set the time when we will die. Second, people who truly fear God will not try to be wicked. They will strive to live in obedience before God. Brown summarizes it well when he says “godly fear is neither a matter of fanatical fear that raises the bar of moral conduct to unattainable levels nor a matter of indifference or moral complacency. Rather, the fear of God is based on an acute awareness of human finitude and a realistic assessment of life’s changes” 2
   
Another potential question in this text is what the Teacher warns when he says we should not try to be “too wise”. Verse 19 helps us understand. Wisdom gives more strength to the wise than ten rulers in a city. Rulers in the cities, as rulers today, are powerful figures. They have the power to make decisions about life and death. Ten rulers is a full number of rulers…..they are superstrong. Yet, wisdom gives even more strength to the wise. Yet, even the wise are not perfect. Verse 20 speaks of this and Paul says “none are righteous” in Romans 3:9-10.  The teacher knows the value of wisdom. Wisdom was able to help the Teacher understand the need to avoid both being superrighteous and being very wicked. Yet, when the Teacher tried to dig deeper and know why some good people still died young he had to say it was “too far beyond his grasp”. Verse 24 says that which is deep who can find out?  He is saying that some amounts of wisdom are within our reach and will help us navigate this world. However, there are depths to wisdom that are unattainable for us. The Lord said this to Isaiah in Isaiah 55:9 “as the heavens are higher than the earth so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”


Finally, this section concludes with the Teacher “finding 4 things”:

1. The great temptation of wickedness……..wickedness has a fatal attraction and has the power to control us. Yet, in verse 26, the Teacher says “the one who pleases God escapes”….to the one who pleases God God gives wisdom, knowledge, joy, and the ability to escape the pull of evil. Consider John 10:27-28.
2. He finds out he cannot fully explain why righteous people perish in their righteousness and unrighteous prolong their life in their wickedness. He cannot explain why bad things happen to seeming good people. 

3. In verses 26 and 29 the Teacher is looking for upright people. He is not saying men are more upright than women….he is saying that he found virtually no upright people. 

4. Finally, in verse 29 he says “God made human beings straightforward” or “upright”. God made man upright but sin led mankind to become schemers….they wanted to be like God. They wanted to control their own destiny. It is true that punishment for original sin was death. Yet it is also true that “righteous people perish in their righteousness” (vs. 15). 

Jesus proclaimed the same message as this portion of Ecclesiastes. Jesus warned that those who sinned deliberately and did not repent would be cast into hell (Matt 11:21). At the same time Jesus warned the Pharisees not to be superrighteous (Matt 23:23-24). Paul offers the same warning in Romans 10:2-4. It is impossible for us to be so righteous today that God simply must give us a long life much less eternal life. By believing in Jesus Christ we can be clothed in HIS righteousness and find Christ to be the source of our wisdom, righteousness, and redemption ( I Cor 1:30). We must seek to hear Christ’s voice, follow him, and we will have eternal life. 
APPLICATION QUESTION:
1. In what ways does living in obedience and seeking the Lord normally give you a long life? Why can it not AUTOMATICALLY give you a long life?

2. When some hear that we are saved completely by grace and only Christ’s righteousness given to us by faith is the righteousness that saves us they respond by living a lifestyle that tolerates sin. How does our lesson lead to a desire for holiness as well as an ability to rest in Christ’s righteousness rather than trying to produce our own?
3. How does Luke 13:1-5 teach the same truths as our passage of Scripture today in Ecclesiastes?

4. It is only the gospel message that says all our righteousness must be received as a gift from God in Christ by faith that frees us from being superrighteous or too wicked. How is the gospel message able to do this?

1 Brown, Ecclesiastes, 81.

2 Ibid, 82.

