
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: July 23, 2017 
Title:  Wisdom’s Response to Injustice 
Text:  Eccl. 8:1-17 
Theme: God in Jesus reconciles the incongruity (v. 14) and answers the mystery (vv. 16, 17) that 

enables us to rest in the contemporary (v. 15). 

 
Introduction:  
 
You and I live in a culture of protest. With the election of Donald J. Trump the liberal media and 
citizen/subject has gone crazy. Yet, much of our world exists in a context where such protest 
would be unlikely without severe physical consequences. This text speaks to that type of 
political situation. 
 
In our historical context, subjects had very few protections from an authoritarian ruler. This text 
is that historical context. 
 
THE BIG PICTURE: 
 
“Again he has taken on a well-known theme in wisdom literature: the power of the king (cf. 
Prov. 14:35; 16:13-15; 25:3), but already here it becomes plain that the author is displaying his 
customary pessimism.”1 
 
The wise individual understands the limits of his power/authority and submits under the 
oversight of God’s overarching purpose. The wise person’s submission to God in situations they 
cannot control looks like FEAR GOD and KEEP HIS COMMANDMENTS. 
 
Outline: 
 
I. The Statement / Proposition (v. 1) 

 

Wisdom sets people apart. Wisdom makes people notable. Two examples of wisdom occur in 

our first paragraph. First, a king who exercises his authority cautiously is wise and second, a 

subject who obeys the king is wise. 

 

II. The Scenario / Situation (vv. 2-13) 

 

A. The Wise and their relationship to authority (vv. 2-9) 

 

The wise individual OBEYS the commands of the King out of FEAR for the King. And the wise 

King understands their authority. 
 

1. The Subject (v. 2) 
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• Wise subjects obey their rulers (vv. 2-4) 

 
1 “Every person is to be in subjection to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from 

God, and those which exist are established by God. 2 Therefore whoever resists authority has opposed the 

ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves. 3 For rulers 

are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for evil. Do you want to have no fear of authority? Do what 

is good and you will have praise from the same; 4 for it is a minister of God to you for good. But if you do 

what is evil, be afraid; for it does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is a minister of God, an avenger who 

brings wrath on the one who practices evil” (Rom. 13:1-4). 

 
1 “Remind them to be subject to rulers, to authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for every good deed, 2 to 

malign no one, to be peaceable, gentle, showing every consideration for all men. 3 For we also once were 

foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to various lusts and pleasures, spending our life in 

malice and envy, hateful, hating one another. 4 But when the kindness of God our Savior and His love for 

mankind appeared, 5 He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but 

according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, 6 whom He 

poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7 so that being justified by His grace we would 

be made heirs according to the hope of eternal life” (Titus 3:1-7). 

 
13 “Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether to a king as the one in 

authority, 14 or to governors as sent by him for the punishment of evildoers and the praise of those who do 

right. 15 For such is the will of God that by doing right you may silence the ignorance of foolish men. 16 Act 

as free men, and do not use your freedom as a covering for evil, but use it as bondslaves of God. 17 Honor 

all people, love the brotherhood, fear God, honor the king” (1 Pet. 2:13-17). 

 

• Wise subjects live peaceful lives (vv. 5, 6) 

 

Because the king has authority, obey him. Do not listen to the wicked. Obedience leads to a more 

peaceful life than disobedience (vv. 5, 6). 

 

This matter appears to be more problematic in the context of a wicked ruler. What is one to do 

in the context of persecution? Romans 13 tells us that we obey as far as we can. The Book of Acts 

provides for us the example of the apostles where they obeyed as far as they could, and then 

they disobeyed and accepted the consequences of their disobedience. 

 

v. 5 “It is a matter of great importance to be able to discern WHEN and HOW both to speak and 

act; but when time and manner are both determined, the matter comes next. WHAT shall I 

speak? WHAT shall I do? When, how, and what, answer to time, manner, and matter. To discern 

all these, and act suitably, is a lesson for a philosopher, and a study for a Christian.”2 

 

v. 5 “The wise man realizes the fact, that as there is a fit "time" for every purpose, so for the 

"judgment." This thought cheers him in adversity (Ec 7:14; 8:1).”3 
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v. 6 It is impossible to escape the idea that our time is appointed by God (3:11; 7:14, 15). We 

would do well to submit our wills under that of the KING’S. 

 

v. 7 Despite our best efforts of complying with the king’s commands, we cannot control the 

outcome. Every choice, even the wise ones, have unintended consequences and we must learn 

to live with and under them. 

 

2. The King 

 

• God gives the king power (vv. 2, 3) 

 

v. 3 “for he doeth--God inflicts what punishment He pleases on persisting sinners (Job 23:13; Ps 

115:3). True of none save God.”4 

 

• The power of the king is limited (v. 8) 

 

The word used for “authority/power” occurs twice in the Bible and both occurrences are found 

here in verses 4 and 8. It is an Aramaic word meaning “power.” 

 

The word translated “rules” in verse 9 occurs seven times in the Hebrew Bible and four of the 

seven are found in Ecclesiastes (Neh. 5:15; Esther 9:1; Ps. 119:133; Eccl. 2:19; 5:19; 6:2; 8:9). Both 

“authority” and “rules” comes from the same word family. 

 

Although the king is authoritative (v. 4), he does not have absolute authority.  The following 

four examples show humanity just how powerless they are. 

 

• First, he cannot restrain the wind with the wind (v. 8). 

• Second, he has no authority over the day of death. 

• Third, he has no discharge in the time of war.  

 

“No one can get exemption from military service (cf. Deut. 20:5ff) under a king who does 

precisely what he pleases.”5 

 

• Finally, evil will not deliver those who practice it. 

 

“And even riches carry no weight against a political power.”6 

 

Only God has that kind of power. No matter how much control you think you have over your 

days or your destiny, it is all limited. All of your “control” comes up short. Only God (3:11; 7:13, 

14) has that kind of unlimited power. 
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Thus, even the king’s authority [although great, v. 3] is not ultimate and those who have such 

power over others can exercise such to their demise/hurt (v. 9). 

 

“"No man hath power over the wind to restrain the wind; and none has power over death to 

restrain him; and when a man engages as a soldier, he cannot be discharged from the war till it 

is ended; and by wickedness no man shall be delivered from any evil." Taking it in this way, 

these are maxims which contain self-evident truths. Others suppose the verse to refer to the king 

who tyrannizes over and oppresses his people. He shall also account to God for his actions; he 

shall die, and he cannot prevent it; and when he is judged, his wickedness cannot deliver him.”7 

 

What are our TAKE AWAYS? 

First, as citizens of this country obey the law/king. 

Second, as those who govern remember your authority is not limitless. 

 

B. The Wicked and their judgment (vv. 10-13) 

 

The wicked individual does not FEAR the King, thus does not OBEY his commands. 

 

Like the wise, the wicked also exist in two positions: first, that of the king and then that of the 

subject. Both can prove to be wicked. 

 

Here, the preacher asks himself the question, “Why do the wicked prosper?” If the doctrine of 

retribution is an immutable law on the horizontal, then why do bad things happen to good 

people?” It is because of what we see in life we say, “No good deed will go unpunished.” There 

is this incongruity in life. Life does not always appear “fair.” We do not necessarily wish to see 

bad things happen to others, but we do want more than we have. What word does the preacher 

offer to those who see life’s injustice? 

 

“The doctrine of retribution teaches that a good deed I rewarded and a bad deed punished. This 

is the prevailing concept in the Old Testament – in the law as well as in the evaluation of history 

espoused in the book of Kings, from the Psalms to the judgment upon Israel proclaimed by the 

prophets. In wisdom literature the doctrine of retribution ties in with the idea of a divine order. 

By integrating himself into this order (i.e. By keeping the rules of wisdom), a person enters into 

harmony with the will of God and God rewards him. But if a person ignores the rules that 

govern this process of integration, he clashes with the divine order and God punishes him. 

Examples of this teaching may be seen throughout the book of Proverbs, especially from chapter 

10 on. If the Preacher now comes and proves in a case study, as it were, that this crucial 

supporting pillar of wisdom cannot be trusted, he shakes the foundation of the entire religion 

of ancient Israel as a theology of merit – and that foundation, according to the Preacher, is 
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nothing but an illusion! In order to reinforce his opinion, he continues to reason on that basis (v. 

11). Why is man forever inclined to do evil? Because the sentence, which retribution theory says 

should then come, is not carried out speedily. Apparently humanity does not fear its own idea 

of retribution – that, in effect, is what verse 11 says – and what kind of religious conviction is 

that?”8 

 

What is his answer to this theological dilemma? 

 

Listen to evil’s description. 

• First, evil will not deliver those who practice it (v. 8). 

• Second, delayed punishment emboldens sinners (v. 11). 

 

“This is no Hebrew, but a mere Chaldee word, and occurs only in the later books of the Bible-

Esther, Ezra and Daniel, and nowhere else but in this place. Because God does not immediately 

punish every delinquency, men think he disregards evil acts; and therefore they are emboldened 

to sin on. So this longsuffering of God, which leadeth to repentance, is abused so as to lead to 

farther crimes! When men sin against the remedy of their salvation, how can they escape 

perdition?”9 
 

“The reason why the wicked persevere in sin: God's delay in judgment (Mt 24:48-51; 2Pe 3:8,9). 

"They see not the smoke of the pit, therefore they dread not the fire" [SOUTH].”10 

 

• Third, postponed punishment does not mean dismissed punishment (v. 12). 

• Fourth, despite the delay in punishment, obedience is still better than disobedience (v. 

12). 

• Fifth, judgment is inevitable for the transgressor (v. 13). 

 

Simply because we do not see life played out according to what we believe is right or “fair,” we 

must continue to trust God. He is the final executor of justice. He alone and only will fix what is 

broken, straighten what is crooked, and fill what is empty. 

 

III. The Solution / Resolution (vv. 14-17) 
 

A. The Problem / Tension (v. 14) 
 

Often the righteous reap the consequences assigned to the wicked and the wicked somehow 

receive the consequences of the righteous. This is an injustice. 
 

The sinner does not escape judgment. The delayed judgment appears as if the sinner receives 

the reward of the righteous. Yet, we must always learn that sin keeps one longer than they wish 

to stay, costs them more than they wish to pay, and takes them further than they wish to go. 
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All face the consequences for their sins. The sinner receives the judgment both horizontally and 

vertically. The righteous only horizontally, but sin’s intrinsic demerit falls on all. 

 

B. The Invitation (v. 15) 

 

In the midst of this inconsistency, we are to listen for God’s Melody. Life is an endless cycle 

appointed by God that does not make any earthly sense. I am to “eat and drink” knowing He 

will thoroughly straighten everything at the end. 

 

“The only way out is to make the most of pleasure and feasting amid all the toil – as long as one 

can by the grace of God.”11 

 

Is this not the consistent message preached by the preacher?  

 
• 11 “He has made everything appropriate in its time. He has also set eternity in their heart, yet so that man 

will not find out the work which God has done from the beginning even to the end. 12 I know that there is 

nothing better for them than to rejoice and to do good in one's lifetime; 13 moreover, that every man who 

eats and drinks sees good in all his labor--it is the gift of God. 14 I know that everything God does will 

remain forever; there is nothing to add to it and there is nothing to take from it, for God has so worked that 

men should fear Him” (Eccl. 3:11-14). 

 
• 13 “Consider the work of God, For who is able to straighten what He has bent? 14 In the day of prosperity 

be happy, But in the day of adversity consider--God has made the one as well as the other So that man will 

not discover anything that will be after him” (Eccl. 7:13, 14). 

 

The fact that you did not get what you deserved – count your blessings! 

The act that you did get what you did not deserve – count your blessings! 

That sword cuts both ways! 

 

We cannot allow the injustice of life to derail our faith in God. 

 

C. The Reason (vv. 16, 17) 

 

“This poem [vv. 16, 17] constitutes the link between the preceding (8:10-15) and the following 

(9:1-10) poems, where in both instances the subject is the doctrine of retribution.” 

 

There is a mystery to life that one cannot unfold. All attempt to understand, but continue to 

come up short. Solomon gave himself night and day to the task of understanding and 

continually came up short (v. 16). Here is why we can fall back on verse 15, BECAUSE vv. 16 

and 17 assure us that it is a mystery beyond our ability to grasp. 
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There is a gap between our experience and our knowledge. If we do not by faith leap across that 

gap, we will find life to be meaningless. Friends, you and I had better hang our hats on this peg 

or we will fall into a place of deep darkness. Because in the absence of God, no matter how hard 

we try, we will never be able to fix the broken system in which we exist. No amount of political 

activism or voting is going to straighten what is crooked. Injustice will always exist and no 

amount of money or energy will fill what is empty. This, however, does not make life 

meaningless. God will fix this broken system. God will straighten every crooked politician and 

God will fill every empty heart. The day is coming when God will step directly into our moments 

and He will thoroughly straighten this crooked world. 
 

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

• For the unbeliever – START FEARING GOD AND KEEPING HIS COMMANDMENTS. 

If you do not believe in Jesus to save you from sin and death, do not think that delayed 

justice is denied justice. If you do not believe in Jesus to save you from sin and death, do 

not think your horizontal “blessings” say God approves of your unbelief. 
 

• For the believer – KEEP FEARING GOD AND KEEPING HIS COMMANDMENTS. 

Do not allow the difficulties of life and its injustice derail you from believing in the 

faithfulness of God to keep His promises. 
 

• Life on the horizontal does not make sense and cannot be fully understood. We must 

“fear God and keep His commandments” so that we might “eat and drink” with 

contentment. 
 

• Whatever injustice one sees, God will straighten it all out in the end. 
 

• Do not allow the injustice on the horizontal derail you from fearing God and keeping His 

commandments. 
 

• We cannot allow the centrifugal force of life’s inconsistency and apparent unfairness to 

push us against the walls of unbelief. Let us continue gathering to hear that God is 

sovereign, Jesus is enough, and the Holy Spirit is here. 
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5 J.A. Loader, Ecclesiastes, 96. 
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7 Adam Clarke’s Commentary on Eccl. 8:8. 
8 J.A. Loader, Ecclesiastes, 99, 100. 
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10 Jamieson, Fausset, Brown Commentary on Eccl. 8:11. 
11 J.A. Loader, Ecclesiastes, 102. 

                                                           


