LESSON 5

WORKING IN A WICKED WORLD


Ecclesiastes 3:16-4:6
I. Text and Context

The theme changes from the times God has set to the wickedness on the earth. This portion of Scripture brings up the themes of God’s judgment and the reasons behind the wickedness in the world. There are many literary forms used in this portion of Scripture including observation, “better than” proverbs, and synonymous parallelism (3:16) to highlight the wickedness found in the world. 
II. Theme and Goal
The basic theme of this section can be stated as follows:  “In view of the wickedness, oppressions, and envy in this world, enjoy your work with quietness”. The Teacher is writing this text primarily with a view to young, male readers who lived in a volatile world where fortunes could be made or lost overnight. He urges his readers not to slave away in ruthless competition with their neighbors but to enjoy their work and its fruit with quietness. 
III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage

A. Redemptive-Historical/Longitudinal theme:
  We can trace the theme of enjoying ones work with quietness throughout Scripture (Gen 2:16, 3:5, 13:10; Psalm 23:1-3, Isaiah 36:16, 65:21-25). Jesus as well taught his disciples to switch their focus from the acquisition of material possessions to striving first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness (Matt 6:33). Paul calls us to be content (1 Tim 6:6-8) but not being lazy and dropping out of the workforce (2 Thess 3:11-13). 
B. Analogy:
Paul repeats the same theme in I Thess 4:2 and in 1 Timothy 6:6-10. 
C. Contrast:
There are some startling contrasts between this passage and other passages of Scripture. 


1. Ecclesiastes 3:19-21   compared to 2 Cor 5:1, 6-8. 

2. Teacher makes no reference to judgment after death compared with Jesus’ teaching in John 5:28-29.


3. Teacher’s emphasis on enjoying work with quietness compared to OT and NT calls to opposes injustice
 (Lev 19:15-16, Deut 16:20, Micah 6:8-9, Amos 5:24, Matt 5:6,10).


IV. Meaning and Application
 
   This passage calls us to “enjoy our work with quietness” when we see how oppressive and wicked the world is. Yet, much of Scripture calls us to engage the world and combat injustice in the world. The key question then is what should be emphasized…..the continuity between this text of Scripture and the rest of Scripture or the contrast?  The key point to be emphasized is that many times we do not enjoy our work but slave away in ruthless competition .The key point to consider here is how we can enjoy our work in a world filled with oppression, wickedness, and envy. 

   
  One of the key themes of this passage is the lack of justice. In 3:16 the Teacher looked to the place where he expected to find justice and instead found injustice and wickedness. Wickedness was all pervasive in Israel and had even contaminated the court system. The wicked were prospering and the innocent were being deprived of their rights. How does the Teacher respond when reflecting on this?  “God will judge in God’s own time”. The Teacher is not speaking here of final judgment at the end of time. He is simply saying in His own time God will set things straight. God is in charge of the times and God has appointed a time for every matter (3:17). 

  
   It is interesting to note that the Teacher says God allows wickedness to exist and go unpunished in order to prove that mankind in their sin are “but animals”. We can look through history and see many examples of human behavior that looked like animal behavior (e.g. Hitler’s holocaust, killings in Africa, Pol Pot in Cambodia). The teacher here says that both humans and animals die and both go to the same place. This does not mean that both go to heaven or hell but means both return “to the dust” (Gen 3:19). 

When we observe humans and animals purely “under the sun” (from a secular perspective) then we cannot tell a distinction between the spirit of an animal and a human. It looks like both go to the same place. From the rest of Scripture we do know that the spirit of a human is different than a spirit of an animal and that the spirit survives death and will face judgment (John 11:25, 14:3). 


How should we work during these short lives we live in this wicked world?



1. vs. 22
We should enjoy our work  (same as 2:24, 3:12)

2. The Teacher is appalled that there is injustice and nobody steps forward to help the oppressed. We should work in a way that does not lead to injustice but instead promotes justice. 


3. Need to see the danger of envy and how envy is often the motivation behind why we work and 


overwork. (4:4). 

The Teacher graphically describes three options we often take when we have to work in a world of wickedness and oppression:

Option 1:
4:5
Folded hands

People who do not want to work. The Teacher calls these people







who opt out of the workforce “fools”.  (Prov 6:10-11, 24:33-34). Those







who do not work “consume their own flesh”….they eat up their 







savings and then die.

Option 2
4:6
Cupped hands

Two handfuls seem better than one yet the Teacher says desiring 







two handfuls (bigger is better, more is better) leads to work without 





rest. What is the result? Two handfuls of nothing. 
Option 3
4:6
one handful

Same as Prov 15:16,16:8, 17:1. 

    
Jesus also warns about trying to accumulate “two handfuls” (Luke 12:15, 12:21). Jesus wants us to focus our lives not on gathering possessions or accumulating and socking away wealth but instead on God and promoting His Kingdom’s advancement and his righteousness (Matt 6:31-33). Paul also urges Christians to be “content with what one has” (1 Tim 6:6, 8-10). 

      Between 3:16 and 4:6 the Teacher emphasizes a few main ideas:


*even in the places where you would expect righteousness and justice there was wickedness and injustice


*in many places in society there is a power struggle and the powerful oppress the weak


*there are opposite problems of some who do not work and others who work too much

How do all of these main ideas fit together?  How does our overwork or unwillingness to work contribute to injustice and oppression?

APPLICATION QUESTIONS
1. Describe how you see the “folded hands, cupped hands, and one handful” attitude and actions in your life and in our society around us. Can you give any examples of how seeking to have “cupped hands” has led to two handfuls of nothing in your life?

2. How does seeking “one handful” lead to enjoying our work in a way that “cupped hands or folded hands” does not?

3. How do you know when you have “one handful” rather than “cupped hands?”  How does striving to have two handfuls lead to oppression of others and injustice……try to give an example. 
4. How is seeking to have one handful not necessarily less ambitious?

