LESSON 6


WORKING TOGETHER



Ecclesiastes 4:7-16
I. Text and Context
The theme of “toil” or “work” is continued in this portion of Scripture as well as the focus on being satisfied in one’s work. An additional feature of this portion of Scripture is the emphasis that two are better than one when it comes to work and living. The primary keywords of this section are “one and two/solitary”. 

II. Theme and Goal
The goal can be summarized as follows:  “Since working alone is futile, we ought to cooperate with others”. During this time in Israel’s history the economy was changing from an agricultural based economy where neighbors needed to depend on each other to an economy driven by selfish individualism. People were competing with one another out of “selfish envy” (4:4). The teacher is going to use 3 illustrations in this section to persuade his readers to not try and go it alone but instead to cooperate with others as they lived and worked in the world. 
III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage

A. Longitudinal theme:
  God created us for companionship and to live in social relationships. God gave Israel many laws governing how they should relate to both their immediate neighbors and the stranger within their gates. The early church was characterized by deep forms of community and commitment to “one anothering”. Paul emphasizes the need to always look out for the interests and needs of others rather than your own (Phil 2:1-4). 
B. Analogy:
Jesus also opposed greed and how selfishness isolates us from others (Luke12:19-20). Jesus often taught about the importance of truly loving one’s neighbor and sent his disciples off to work in pairs (Matt 18:16, 19-20). 
C. NT references:  
The story of Jesus and Zacchaeus illustrates the change in a man who gave up his solitary hunt for riches in order to give back to others what he had taken.

IV. Meaning and Application
 
The key need in Israel (and us) that is addressed is the rugged, selfish individualism that exists in our culture that influences the Christian and the church. God often warned Israel about selfish individualism:


*Exodus 20:15,17                *Leviticus 19:18                          *Micah 6:8


Ecclesiastes addresses people who were working not only to “keep up with the Joneses but to get ahead of the Joneses”. People were only interested in enriching themselves at the expense of caring and showing concern for their needy neighbors. The Teacher points to the vanity of all of this. 


“There is a person who has no second” (4:8)…..Here the Teacher describes a person who has given so much of himself to the pursuit of money and possessions that he has cut himself off from all social relationships. As Brown has observed “afflicted with the insatiable appetite for wealth,the loner is consumed by work.’ 1. This thirst for wealth refers back to the prior text in 4:6 which speaks of the desire for “two handfuls”. Because his “eyes are never satisfied” there is no end to his toil. The rich man ends up in a predicament and asks himself the question “for whom am I toiling?” He does not have sons or brothers who will benefit nor does he have close acquaintances that will benefit….in the end he is overworking in vain. 

   
Notice the theme that is being developed here regarding work and contentment. The one who lives “under the sun” without growing in the fear of man:

    *struggles with envy (4:4) which can lead to overwork and striving for two handfuls 

    *his eyes are never satisfied (4:8) which leads him to not asking himself key questions about himself and his life


Vs. 9 compares and contrasts the “solitary life” or the “life with no second” to one who has a “second” or “companion”.Two can share the fruit of the work AND two can work as partners to support each other in working. The Teacher uses three illustrations to show why two are better than one:


*if they fall they can lift up…….no streetlights…concealed pits…..if one falls they can still survive


*they can keep warm…..no blankets when traveling…only way to survive in frigid cold was to lie together

*two will withstand one…..robbers in the countryside….always safer to have two when traveling

All three of these illustrations are meant to apply to more than just traveling. It is meant to speak to all of life where we live as God has created us. We were created for one another and to live in community with one another. Whether applied to family, business, recreation…….it is always better to learn to live and work and recreate in community rather than as a lone ranger. 

Vs. 13 illustrates the sadness of an “old foolish king”. In Israel (and many Asian nations) the elderly are considered wise. Certainly the old king should be wise. Yet here we have an isolated foolish king who would not take advice. The foolish king is as isolated as the rich man who had cast off companions in order to gain wealth. Both are solitary figures who “do not have a second”. The end result of this king is his life is forgotten. 

     If we look for common themes between the rich man and the old foolish king what do we find?

A) Never asking self key questions OR not being willing to listen to others ask key questions or give advice. 

B) Both experienced earthly “success” ……one had great wealth and the other had a great following of people

C) The next generation does not “rejoice” in either person. The rich man does not have others who are close to him so there is no rejoicing over the wealth…..the king does not have people who will remember his legacy as a leader. 

What would be the root reason why the Bible calls both “fools”?  If the rich man and the king are lifted up as examples of where foolishness will lead us, what is this entire text calling us to do? What lessons can we learn?

1. Foster a teachable spirit…….Bonhoeffer….”sin always wants to get us isolated”. Cultivate “others / seconds/ another” in your life that is willing to speak into your life and someone you invite to speak into your life. 

2. Do not be deceived by worldly success. The path of foolishness may look like the path of success in the world’s eye. Do not think that success in business means you are also “succeeding” in spiritual growth. 

3. Who rejoices over you?  Are you cultivating strong and deep relationships with others (friends/children/grandkids/great-grandkids/young people in church, etc) who will rejoice over you in your old age and after you pass away?

APPLICATION QUESTIONS
1. Can you give some examples on how you have seen the truth that “two are better than one” worked out in your social, spiritual, or business life?

2. Is forming friendships and working together easier or more difficult today as compared to years ago?
3. Sometimes we are afraid of needing and depending on others. We would rather just ‘go it alone”. How does the Gospel message and the finished and ongoing work of Christ help us enjoy rather than run from close-knit relationships with other Christians?
1
Brown, Ecclesiastes, 51.
The church is…..made up of natural enemies. What binds us together is not common education, common race, common income levels, common politics, common nationality, common jobs, or anything else of that sort. Christians come together…because they have all been saved by Jesus Christ and owe him a common allegiance…..They are a band of natural enemies who love another for Jesus’ sake (D. A. Carson, Love in Hard Places, p.61)

John Piper wrote a paper “Six Biblical Guidelines for Loving each other amid differences” which can be found at www.desiringgod.org/ResourceLibrary (August 4, 2009). Here is a summary:

1. Let’s avoid gossiping. 

2. Let’s identify evidences of grace in each other and speak them to each other and about each other. 

3. Let’s speak criticism directly to each other if we feel the need to speak to others about it. 

4. Let’s look for, and assume, the best motive in the other’s viewpoint, especially when we disagree. 

5. Let’s think often of the magnificient things we hold in common. 

6. Let’s be more amazed that we are forgiven than we are right. And in that way, let’s shape our relationships by the gospel. 

