LESSON 11

USING WISDOM



Ecclesiastes 8: 1-17
I. Text and Context

In this portion of Scripture we see some common themes that have been taught in other parts of Ecclesiastes:  the notion that every matter has its time (vs. 6), the truth that nobody has power over the wind (vs. 8), and the conviction that God will reward those who fear him (vs. 12-13).  This passage has two rhetorical questions and a proverb that all are written in the form of synonymous parallelism. Who is like the wise man and knows the interpretation of a thing? Who can say to him what are you doing? Who can tell how it will be?  Verses 6-9 describe human powerlessness and verse 8 provides four examples of the inability of humans. There are key words used here: wise, wisdom, power, vanity. 

II. Theme and Goal
    Verses 1-17 form an inclusio about wisdom. We need to use wisdom in dealing with a powerful, fickle king and in view of our inability to know the future or control the present we cannot find out all the work of God. The summary goal can then be stated as follows:
Although we should use wisdom to survive in a dangerous, unjust world, wisdom does not enable us to find out all the work of God. 

III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage



A. Longitudinal themes:
We can trace from the OT through the NT the theme that human wisdom can never fully understand the work of God (Psalm 145:3, Isaiah 55:8-9, Job 11:7-8). Jesus thanks God the Father for hiding things from the wise and intelligent (Matt 11:25-27). Despite knowing some things about God and His work all of his doings will remain a mystery for us. 


B. Analogy:
The OT urges us to be wise in dealing with fickle, powerful rulers so Jesus says to his disciples to be wise as serpents and innocent as doves (Matt 10:16). Jesus also stresses the limitations of human wisdom in trying to find out all the work of God (e.g. Nicodemus). We do not know and cannot comprehend all the work of God (Romans 11:33).


C. Redemptive-Historical progression:
Even though the Teacher knows that it will be well for those who fear God and not be well with the wicked he still cannot resolve the problem of why wicked seem to be blessed with a long life. The Teacher sees death as the end for both the righteous and the unrighteous (2:14-16). His conclusion is that not even the wise can find out “’all the work of God” (8:17). 

Yet, as we move forward in history we learn in Christ that there is life beyond death. Jesus teaches about a two-fold resurrection in John 5:28-29. Jesus also tells the parable about the weeds and wheat (Matt 13:41-43). 
     IV. Meaning and Application
There is a dual need presented in this passage: First, there are people who fail to make use of wisdom in getting along in this world. Second, there are people who cannot live with mystery. They think they have to have everything figured out and an answer to every situation. They cannot live with the mystery of living in this world. 

First, we learn that wisdom helps us survive in a dangerous, unjust world. The Teacher praises the value of wisdom by considering the role of wise men in ancient courts. Wise men were used to interpret dreams and foretell the future of the king. Think of Joseph in the court of Pharaoh and the value he brought to the king and the nation. Wisdom is even reflected in a person’s face (Proverbs 15:13, Ecclesiastes 8:1). The Teacher urges his readers to use wisdom as they live in a dangerous world. He gives the example of being in the presence of a king when the matter is unpleasant. It is wise to “keep the kings command” and go quietly from his presence when you disagree with him. The wise man will know the time and the way…..will know when it is proper to speak, how to speak, and how to weigh and measure one’s words.  Jesus too used wisdom to know how to respond to those who wanted to trap him with words (Matt 22:15-22). Jesus commands us to be wise as we live as sheep in the midst of wolves. 
Second, wisdom has limitations. It does not enable us to know all that God is doing or all his reasons. “Every matter has its time and way although the troubles of mortals lie heavy upon them” (vs. 6). The troubles that lie so heavy upon us are the troubles of not knowing what God has planned for the future. Who knows if it will be a time to weep or a time to rejoice? A time for war or a time for peace? Not even wise persons know what the future holds. God gave Joseph special revelation about 14 years of Egypt’s history but that was the exception to the rule. Forest fires, tsunamis, earthquakes, sickness…..all are unpredictable. Our trouble is we do not know and we cannot control the present or the future. Four examples of powerlessness are given:
A) We cannot control the wind

B) We have no power over the day of death

C) Once the battle starts we cannot go home and take furlough

D) Wickedness cannot deliver those who practice it

Verse 14 is something that human wisdom cannot understand. What is the response of the Teacher?  Enjoy life…embracing joy frees us to let God be God who works all things out beyond our comprehension. Justice will be served if not in this life then in the next. We have to learn to live with our limitations. 


“God moves in a mysterious way his wonders to perform. He plants his footsteps in the sea and rides upon the storm. Deep in unfathomable mines of never-failing skill, he treasures up his bright designs and works his sovereign will. Blind unbelief is sure to err and scan his work in vain, God is his own interpreter, and he will make it plain.” (William Cowper)
APPLICATION QUESTION:
1. What are some examples of not using wisdom in speech? How does the fear of the Lord and the message of the gospel give you wisdom in knowing how to speak to others?
2. Wisdom has limitations. In what ways do we not acknowledge this in our lives?  How does our lives reflect that we do not rest in the sovereignty and wisdom of God?

3. It is interesting that the Teacher calls us to find joy at the exact same time we acknowledge that we are powerless to control our lives and cannot understand all the ways of God. How can we do that?  What are some things that develop in our lives when we try to control our own lives and cannot rest in not knowing everything about God’s ways?

4. In John 5:28-29 Jesus says justice will be served…if not in this life then in the next. How does knowing that God is just and God will bring justice help you to live with rest, joy, and comfort even in an unjust and unpredictable world?

