LESSON 9

HANDLING ADVERSITY


Ecclesiastes 6:10-7:14
I. Text and Context

Ecclesiastes 6:10-12 contains key expressions with 7:10-14 which would lead us to consider all of this as one textual unit to study


6:10-12





7:10-14

whatever happens




how is it?

They cannot





who can?

advantage





advantage

like a shadow





as a shadow

afterwards





after them

The key idea in 6:10 “whatever has come to be has already been named” is a theme similar to:


1:9
there is nothing new under the sun


3:15
that which is already has been


1:15
no one can make straight what God has made crooked

This section also alludes to and echoes the poem about time in 3:1-15. We might be able to say that here the Teacher is offering practical advice in response to the poem about time. There is a time to be born and die (3:2) but the day of death is better than the day of birth (7:1) is one example. 
This section of Scripture begins and ends with prose but the key feature are “better than” proverbs along with the repetition of key words like good/better, heart, fool, laughter, sorrow. 

II. Theme and Goal
In this portion of Scripture we see examples of the “divine passive” where reference is made obliquely to what God has done. Examples:


Whatever has come to be has already been named. 

Who has named?
God did


Humans are not able to dispute with the one who is stronger
Who is stronger?
God is

The “golden thread” that ties this whole passage together is the key word “tob” which in Hebrew means “good or better”. Since God has sovereignly determined the times of prosperity and adversity and since humans do not know what the future holds in times of adversity we should look for what is good. The simple theme for this section could be stated as follows:

Since God has sovereignly set the times, in times of adversity people should look for what is relatively good. 

III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage



A. Longitudinal themes:     In both the Old and New Testaments we find the teaching that there is good in suffering. It is true that suffering came because of Adam and Eve’s disobedience. When Israel sinned God punished them with suffering often through sword or plague. Yet, God used suffering to bring Israel back to God in many situations (Judges 3:7-30, Isaiah 40:1-2). The New Testament continues the theme that suffering has redemptive value for us (Romans 8:18-19, 2 Cor 4:16-18, 1 Peter 4:13, Rev 14:13-14). 


B. Analogy:
The Teacher is able to discern some good in things we normally associate as being bad. Jesus is able to do the same in the Beatitudes(Luke 6:20-230


C. NT references:
James 1:2-5 also speaks to finding good in suffering. 


D. Contrast
The Teacher instructs his readers to find good in times of adversity partially because they do not know what the future holds. By contrast, Jesus and the NT teaches us to find good in adversity because we do know what the future holds: the perfect kingdom of God. 


E. Redemptive-Historical progression:
The author of Ecclesiastes was not able to see or understand the same truths about death as we are able to on this side of the cross and empty tomb.  Even though God is in heaven and we are on earth through Christ there is a way open to him (John 14:6) and therefore knowledge of life beyond death gives us wisdom and riches that are absolute and not relative (I Cor 1:30, Eph 1:17-18)
     IV. Meaning and Application
     
The Teacher begins by teaching that “whatever has come to be has already been named” (6:10) and “it is known what human beings are”. This continues the theme in Scripture that God is sovereign and God knows us (Gen 2:7, Ps 103:14, Gen 3:19). Humans are so weak that we are not able to “dispute with one who is stronger” (6:10). We see this truth illustrated in the life of Job (Job 42:6) and in God’s words through Isaiah (Isaiah 45:9). Paul says the same in Romans 9:20. There is no profit in disputing with God. 

    
  Life passes by quickly (6:12) and our lives are like a passing shadow (Psalm 144:4). The Teacher asks the first rhetorical question “who knows what is good for mortals?”(6:12) and the expected answer we get from the text is no one but God. Since humans do not know what is good for them it is implied they must accept submissively what God sends them. The second rhetorical question is “for who can tell them what will be after them under the sun?” and again the expected answer is “no one”. None of us are able to tell what tomorrow will bring. 


Does this mean that the Teacher is a pessimist? No. Instead, the Teacher says that with wisdom we are able to discern good even in the times of adversity. Through “better than” proverbs that repeat 9 times “good” or “’more good” or “better” we are able to see good that can come out of adversity. 


*day of death better than the day of birth  (similar to 4:1-2)……day of birth is the beginning of a lifetime of witnessing the tears of the oppressed and being oppressed. Day of death marks the end of witnessing the suffering of others and one’s own suffering. 


*better to go to the house of mourning than feasting…..often we don’t think about our future and our death. When we go to a funeral home we “lay it to heart” and we then look at our life differently and number our days ( Ps 90:12) and value our days. “Death orients the self towards authentic, rather than false living”1

*sorrow is better than laughter……here laughter means to behave frivolously. Earlier the Teacher had explained that laugher is “mad” and there is no use of pleasure (2:2). Sadness of countenance makes the heart glad because it enables us to seize each day and live it to the full. Paul says the same thing in 2 Cor 6:10 and Romans 5:3-4. Greidanus states “the house of mourning has become a schoolhouse for learning about the essence of life. The wise live their lives with the reality of death in mind” 2

*it is better to hear the rebuke of the wise than to hear the song of fools…..the rebuke of the wise is constructive criticism whose purpose is to correct a behavior pattern that is questionable or detrimental. Consider Proverbs 12:1. What is the “song of fools?”  These are songs that are sung at parties that help us escape the problems of life. 


*patient in spirit are better than the proud…….those who are patient in spirit are in life for the long haul. They withhold quick judgment until they see “the end of a thing”. They are able to bear patiently with adversity. In 7:9 we see the danger of anger and how it leads to impatience and foolish behavior. Another example of impatience is found in 7:10 when we say “the former days were better”. Here we see a common problem we have when we face adversity. Our first thought is to how life was better before yet self control and patience are marks of the wise person who is able to wait to see how things turn out. 

     Another key theme here is the value of wisdom. Wisdom is as good as an inheritance. In the OT an inheritance was something that was yours forever. The land God gave each tribe and family was to be passed down from family to family and whatever was lost returned in the Year of Jubilee. The inheritance of the land helped you survive and endure times of adversity. Here the same comparison is made of wisdom. In verse 12 wisdom is compared to the protection of money. To some extent, money can protect us just as wisdom can protect us in times of adversity. Yet, wisdom has the advantage over money (vs. 12) because wisdom gives life to those who possess it. The teacher here is not speaking of eternal life but life today…..wisdom gives us a different perspective which helps us not be overwhelmed by the trials and hard realities of life. 


In Romans 8:31-39 Paul says we are more than conquerors not “in spite of” our suffering but “in” our suffering. Since the love of Christ is always with us, we can search for some good even in the day of adversity. Our days of adversity remind us that we are mortals and have finite control, knowledge, and power. All of this is meant to drive us to greater dependence and worship of God.
APPLICATION QUESTIONS
1. Consider the 9 “better than” proverbs and reflect how they are true for your life. How does our union with Christ and both the finished and ongoing work of Christ help these even become “more true” for you?
2. Growth in self-control, patience, and wisdom are three fruits that this passage come from having a proper perspective on suffering. How have you seen yourself growing in all three due to the adversity you have faced?

3. How does our culture not want us to spend time in the “house of mourning?”  In what ways does this make it more difficult to cope with loss and adversity?

4. Comment on this quote by Greidanus: “The house of mourning has become a schoolhouse for learning about the essence of life. The wise live their lives with the reality of death in mind”. 

1 Greidanus, Preaching Christ from Ecclesiastes, 171.
2 Ibid, 172.

