
Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by 

design to have a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal discipleship 

through intentional and systematic instruction; a Global-impacting mission that resolves to be a church planting 

church; and a Grace-based fellowship where disciples are invited to live under a reigning grace characterized by a 

Gospel-driven sanctification that celebrates a divine monergism to the Christian life. 

Greetings: 

 

The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 

week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  

In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 

the congregation. 

These notes are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye, mistakes can possibly 

be found.  Therefore, he asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and 

charity. 

Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to email 

him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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Date:  May 28, 2017 
Title:  “Learning to Cut a Straight Path” 
Text:  Eccl. 4:4-16 
Theme: Learning to live in the balance of loving God and others is the key to resting in 

conflict.  
 
Introduction:  
 
“The poems of verses 4-6 and 7-12 both concern the subject of labor, but the perspective is not 
the same. In the first instance human labor is viewed from the perspective of envy; in the second, 
from the perspective of solitariness.”1 
 
“According to Christian tradition the seven deadly sins are: envy, gluttony, greed or avarice, 
lust, pride, sloth, and wrath.. The early church classified the seven deadly sins as cardinal sins 
or capital vices and taught that they could not be forgiven.”2 
 
THE BIG PICTURE: 
 
“The Book of Ecclesiastes explores life under the sun, life without God.  And it exposes the 
ultimate bankruptcy of trying to find, meaning and happiness and security, and significance 
apart from God.  This book is depressing.  And it is suppose to be.  That is why it is here.  It is 
intended to drive us to despair, and to cause us to cry out, “Is this it?  Is this really all that there 
is?” . . . But Ecclesiastes does not give us answers.  The whole book is intended to help us find 
freedom.  By realizing that life without God is meaningless.  That if you and I ever, ever hope 
to find true, long-lasting happiness, real meaning it is going to have to come from above the 
sun.  Outside my experience.  Beyond the facilities of this world.”3 
 
Outline: 
 
Solomon is not attempting to answer the meaning of life. His desire is to fix what is broken, 
straighten what is crooked, and fill what is empty. His conclusion? Nothing we do can undo the 
curse. An area of application is that of achievement, riches, and popularity. His response to such 
themes is threefold. 
 
1. Choose contentment over achievement (4:4-6). 
2. Choose relationships [community] over riches (4:7-12). 
3. Choose influence [consistency / clarity] over popularity (4:13-16). 
 
A look at the crooked and empty . . . 
 
I. Then I looked again (4:1-6 [the value of contentment]) 
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• The problem with spite (v. 4) 
 
This text suggests we must see work for what it is in the Garden under the curse. 
 

• The problem with sloth/sluggishness (v. 5) 
 
The Proverb (v. 6 [“One bird in the hand is better than two birds in the bush”]) 
 
“’To eat one’s won flesh’ is a Hebrew expression that means that the flesh of the sluggard wastes 
away because of his laziness or that for lack of food he eats his own flesh; cf. Ps. 27:2.”4 
 
Work versus lazy (vv. 4-6) 
 
Observation (v. 4) 
 

“But better off than both of them is the one who has never existed, who has never seen the evil activity that 
is done under the sun” (Eccl. 4:3). 
 
“I have seen that every labor and every skill which is done is the result of rivalry between a man and his 
neighbor. This too is vanity and striving after wind” (Eccl. 4:4). 
 

Evidence (vv. 5, 6) 
 
The Value of Contentment 

 

Anything else is a “striving after wind.” 

 
“I have seen that every labor and every skill which is done is the result of rivalry between a man and his 

neighbor. This too is vanity and striving after wind” (Eccl. 4:4). 

 

Labor `amal, toil, i.e. wearing effort; hence, worry, whether of body or mind:--grievance(-

vousness) 

Found in 54 verses in OT. Highest concentrations: Job 8x, Pss. 13x, Eccl. 21x  

 
• “What profit hath a man of all his labour which he taketh under the sun?” (Eccl. 1:3). 

 

• “And whatsoever mine eyes desired I kept not from them, I withheld not my heart from any joy; for my 

heart rejoiced in all my labour: and this was my portion of all my labour” (Eccl. 2:10). 

 

• “Then I looked on all the works that my hands had wrought, and on the labour that I had laboured to do: 

and, behold, all was vanity and vexation of spirit, and there was no profit under the sun” (Eccl. 2:11). 

 

• “Yea, I hated all my labour which I had taken under the sun: because I should leave it unto the man that 

shall be after me” (Eccl. 2:18). 
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• “And who knoweth whether he shall be a wise man or a fool? yet shall he have rule over all my labour 

wherein I have laboured, and wherein I have shewed myself wise under the sun. This is also vanity” (Eccl. 

2:19). 

 

• “Therefore I went about to cause my heart to despair of all the labour which I took under the sun” (Eccl. 

2:20). 

 

• “For there is a man whose labour is in wisdom, and in knowledge, and in equity; yet to a man that hath not 

laboured therein shall he leave it for his portion. This also is vanity and a great evil” (Eccl. 2:21). 

 

• “For what hath man of all his labour, and of the vexation of his heart, wherein he hath laboured under the 

sun?” (Eccl. 2:22). 

 

• “There is nothing better for a man, than that he should eat and drink, and that he should make his soul 

enjoy good in his labour. This also I saw, that it was from the hand of God” (Eccl. 2:24). 

 

• “And also that every man should eat and drink, and enjoy the good of all his labour, it is the gift of God” 

(Eccl. 3:13). 

 

• “Again, I considered all travail, and every right work, that for this a man is envied of his neighbour. This 

is also vanity and vexation of spirit” (Eccl. 4:4). 

 

• “Better is an handful with quietness, than both the hands full with travail and vexation of spirit” (Eccl. 4:6). 

 

• “There is one alone, and there is not a second; yea, he hath neither child nor brother: yet is there no end of 

all his labour; neither is his eye satisfied with riches; neither saith he, For whom do I labour, and bereave 

my soul of good? This is also vanity, yea, it is a sore travail” (Eccl. 4:8). 

 

• “Two are better than one; because they have a good reward for their labour” (Eccl. 4:9). 

 

• “As he came forth of his mother's womb, naked shall he return to go as he came, and shall take nothing of 

his labour, which he may carry away in his hand” (Eccl. 5:15). 

 

• “Behold that which I have seen: it is good and comely for one to eat and to drink, and to enjoy the good of 

all his labour that he taketh under the sun all the days of his life, which God giveth him: for it is his portion” 

(Eccl. 5:18). 

 

• “Every man also to whom God hath given riches and wealth, and hath given him power to eat thereof, and 

to take his portion, and to rejoice in his labour; this is the gift of God” (Eccl. 5:19). 

 

• “All the labour of man is for his mouth, and yet the appetite is not filled” (Eccl. 6:7). 

 

• “Then I commended mirth, because a man hath no better thing under the sun, than to eat, and to drink, 

and to be merry: for that shall abide with him of his labour the days of his life, which God giveth him under 

the sun” (Eccl. 8:15). 
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• “Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest all the days of the life of thy vanity, which he hath given 

thee under the sun, all the days of thy vanity: for that is thy portion in this life, and in thy labour which 

thou takest under the sun” (Eccl. 9:9). 

 

• “The labour of the foolish wearieth every one of them, because he knoweth not how to go to the city” (Eccl. 

10:15). 

 

“Although industry is better than idleness, yet we ought not to set our heart upon present 

enjoyment from the successful accomplishment of our worldly enterprises; for prosperity brings 

in its train envy, opposition, and many other annoyances.”5 

 

“Cain envied Abel, Esau Jacob, and Saul David, and all for their right works. This is downright 

diabolism.”6 

 

There is balance struck between laziness and inactivity on one hand and restlessness and greed 

on the other. A means of measuring between the two is the impact it has on the relationships 

surrounding you.  

 
• 7 “Two things I asked of You, Do not refuse me before I die: 8 Keep deception and lies far from me, Give me 

neither poverty nor riches; Feed me with the food that is my portion, 9 That I not be full and deny You and 

say, ‘Who is the LORD?’ Or That I not be in want and steal, And profane the name of my God” (Prov. 30:7-

9). 

 

Verses 5 and 6 are both proverbial. What is a proverb? A proverb is a conclusion drawn by 

observation and experience. It is not an absolute. There are variables in proverbial statements.  

 
5 “The fool folds his hands and consumes his own flesh.” [Prov. 6:10; 12:27; 13:4; 20:4; 24:33, 34] 

 
6 “One hand full of rest is better than two fists full of labor and striving after wind.” [Ps. 37:16; Prov. 15:16; 

16:8; 17:1] 

 

Solomon’s “theology” is consistent between the Books of Ecclesiastes and Proverbs. 

 
II. Then I looked again (4:7-12 [the value of community]) 

 

• The problem with seclusion (vv. 7, 8)  
 
The Proverb (vv. 12 [“Two are better than one”]) 
 
A passage like this pushes against the spirit of “self-reliance.” 
 
“This poem differs from the preceding not only in that it views labor from another perspective 
but also in that a number of illustrations illuminate the real point.”7 
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“This section opens with an observation about a man who had no close relative but who toiled 
unceasingly and never asked why he did so and deprived himself of pleasure. Three examples 
underscore the stupidity of such conduct: a traveler needs a friend in case he falls into a pit or 
off a cliff; . . . a person needs a companion to stay warm at night; and a victim in a robbery needs 
assistance from a friend.”8 
 
“These verses have a common theme [vv. 9-12]: it is dangerous and unwise for the individual to 
attempt to face life alone, and simple common sense to seek the co-operation of others in all that 
one does (v. 9).”9 
 

• Loneliness versus companionship (vv. 7-12) 
 
Observation (v. 7) 

“One hand full of rest is better than two fists full of labor and striving after wind” (Eccl. 4:6). 
 
“Then I looked again at vanity under the sun” (Eccl. 4:7). 

 
Evidence (vv. 8-12) 
 

“There is one alone, and there is not a second; yea, he hath neither child nor brother: yet is there no end of 
all his labour; neither is his eye satisfied with riches; neither saith he, For whom do I labour, and bereave 
my soul of good? This is also vanity, yea, it is a sore travail” (Eccl. 4:8). 

 
The Value of Community 

 

Anything else is a “striving after wind.” 

 

“There is one alone, and there is not a second] Here covetousness and avarice are characterized. 

The man who is the centre of his own existence; has neither wife, child, nor legal heir; and yet is 

as intent on getting money as if he had the largest family to provide for; nor does he only labour 

with intense application, but he even refuses himself the comforts of life out of his own gains! 

This is not only vanity, the excess of foolishness, but it is also sore travail.”10 

 

The Talmud says, “A man without a companion is like a left hand without the right.” 

 

We sometimes narrowly make application to marriage. However, the application is larger. God 

designed us for community. He did not design us to live isolated, separated lives. Marriage is 

an aspect of this community, but it is not the totality of the community. Notice 5:1.  

 
“Guard your steps as you go to the house of God and draw near to listen rather than to offer the sacrifice 

of fools; for they do not know they are doing evil” (Eccl. 5:1). 
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The link is organic to our text, but indirectly. I will comment on this when we get there, but this 

verse offers us our first command/imperative in Ecclesiastes. In addition, the author speaks of 

“going to the house of God.” There are various reasons as to why he goes, but the Temple aligns 

one with the community. The idea that you can be a Christian and not align with the believing 

community is completely contrary to the Biblical Story. Isolation from the believing community 

is a sign of weakness, not of strength. God created the community for our health, wholeness, 

and hope. Anything other than this is disease, dysfunction, and depression. 

 

Let us take this one-step further. In verse 7, the issue is one of offspring and legacy. To whom 

are you leaving your estate, your assets? If you have no offspring, where do you leave your 

resources? Let me suggest to you that you leave it to the believing community. I believe you care 

for your own. You leave it to your bloodline, but in the absence of that, the believing community, 

the church is your bloodline. I am not speaking in absolutes, but I am suggesting to you a 

thought that I would encourage you to think through. 

 
III. The fickleness of popular favor (4:13-16 [the value of consistency) 

 

• The problem with stupidity (vv. 13-16) 
 
People are predictably fickle. On any given day, they will hail you as king only to crucify you at 
the end of the week! 
 
“The conclusion here is the same as that of the long poem in 1:12-2:26, only here it applies to the 
political arena. True, wisdom is better than folly . . . but it has no real worth because it does not 
last. The favor of the masses is fickle; it can turn around like a weathervane and so reduce the 
value of wisdom to nothing. The real purpose of the poem . . . to show how that fickleness can 
just as easily break as make political competence. No one has a firm grip on it – it is too fitful 
and freakish. Therefore in politics there is room only for pessimism.”11 
 
“This passage, which is unrelated both to those which preceded and those which follow it, is 
one of the most difficult in the book.”12 
 
“The verse is a concluding comment on the disenchantment of political power. Political regimes 
succeed one another, and each ruler may attain to the throne on a wave of popular enthusiasm; 
but as the reign wears on those who come later will become disillusioned and find little cause 
for rejoicing.”13 
 
“Qohelet discusses the speed with which people forget rulers, regardless of their achievements. 
The sentiment echoes the opinions expressed earlier about successive generations and the 
forgetfulness of humankind.”14 
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“Solomon tells us that he has observed that the people of the kingdom – “all the living” – will 
wholeheartedly, eagerly support the new, young king. They wanted him to be become the king. 
But verse 16 gives us sad news. Reminds us of the fickleness of people. Those who wanted the 
young man to become king will eventually become unhappy with him and wish for someone 
else. Further, those “who will come later” into the kingdom after the young man becomes the 
king will also become unhappy with him. The message is that almost everyone in the kingdom 
will eventually be unhappy with the king and desire another king thinking that the next one 
will be better than the last one. 
Solomon reveals what one discovers by experience. Politics is vanity and striving after wind. 
Initially, people cheer for the new politician or king but just wait for sometime to pass by. 
Eventually, the majority of the people will reject the king or politician. We are sinners who 
always blame others for our unhappiness and wrongly conclude that things would be better if 
someone else was the politician or king. Every politician is a sinner – imperfect – and we are 
sinners who are always critical. Life under the sun on this planet is just disappointing.”15 
 
Wisdom versus foolishness (vv. 13-16) 
 
Evidence (vv. 13-15) 
 
Observation (v. 16) 

 
“I have seen all the living under the sun throng to the side of the second lad who replaces him” (Eccl. 4:15). 
 
“There is no end to all the people, to all who were before them, and even the ones who will come later will 
not be happy with him, for this too is vanity and striving after wind” (Eccl. 4:16). 

 
The Value of Consistency [Clarity] 

 

Anything else is a “striving after wind.” 

 

13-16 People are never long easy and satisfied; they are fond of changes. 

 

“A king who had abused the authority vested in him by oppressing the people, had a son whose 

prudent conduct promised much comfort to the nation, when he should come to the throne. The 

father, seeing the popular wish, and becoming jealous of his son, shut him up in prison. In the 

interim, the old king either dies or is deposed, and the son is brought out of prison, and placed 

on the throne. Then (Ec 4:15, 16) multitudes of the people flock to him, and begin to walk under 

the sun; i.e., the prosperous state to which the nation is raised by its redemption from the former 

tyranny. However, the wise man insinuates that this sunshine will not last long. The young king, 

feeling the reins in his own hands, and being surrounded by those whose interest it was to flatter 

in order to obtain and continue in court favour, he also becomes corrupted so that those who 

come after shall have no cause of rejoicing in him.”16 
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“Solomon was himself a king, and therefore may be allowed to speak more freely than another 

concerning the vanity of kingly state and dignity, which he shows here to be an uncertain thing; 

he had before said so (Pr 27:24), The crown doth not endure to every generation), and his son 

found it so. Nothing is more slippery than the highest post of honour without wisdom and the 

people's love.”17 
 

“God was executed by people painfully like us, in a society very similar to our own ... by a 

corrupt church, a timid politician, and a fickle proletariat led by professional agitators.”18 
 

Many attempt to draw and direct parallel to Solomon’s own lineage. This might very well be 

true. There is a larger idea at play. It appears as if the text says, “Do not be fooled. The same 

people who hail you as king will dispose you as a tyrant.” 
 

Do not believe everything everyone says of you. You are neither that good nor that bad. Not 

everyone likes you and not everyone dislikes you. That same virtue is equally a vice. My asset 

is also my liability. Thinking clearly on this matter, matters. 

 
Shepherding the Sheep: (What is the NEXT STEP?) 
 

“Achievement, riches, and popularity can all expire on us like cottage cheese. These three 
pursuits are so temporary. In the end they are hebel—breath, vapor, mist, and utter futility. So . 
. . just trust God, love people, and enjoy life.”19 
 

1. Choose contentment over achievement (4:4-6). 
2. Choose relationships [community] over riches (4:7-12). 
3. Choose influence [consistency / clarity] over popularity (4:13-16). 
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