
Contentment - A Survey 
of Ecclesiastes
Author: King Solomon
Date: c 931 BC (end of
Solomon’s reign)
Purpose: to reveal the vaporous nature of life 
without God; to instruct us to use what we 
have been given in thanksgiving to God; to 
encourage enjoyment of and contentment 
with present blessings. 

ֹקהֶ֫לֶת

Author King Solomon
 Date c 931 BC (end of Solomon’s reign)
 Places Kingdom of Israel; Jerusalem; the 
temple 
People The “Preacher” (Solomon); King 
David; the wise and the foolish; “the 
messenger” (5:6); high officials and laborers; 
the Creator

Ecclesiastes records how Solomon viewed 
life and its pleasures as a trap that brings 
deadly silence. Yet, Solomon breaks this 
silence by calling out “the end of the 
matter” (12:13), wisdom’s abiding treasure: 
the fear of the Lord. He even anticipates the 
hope of the resurrection (12:7).

According to Christian and Jewish tradition, 
Solomon wrote his Song early in his reign, 
Proverbs toward the middle of his reign, and 
Ecclesiastes at the end. Statements from 
these Books and from 1Ki 1–11 fit well with 
themes in Ecclesiastes. For example, 
Solomon strayed from the Lord later in his life 
because he allowed his many idolatrous 
wives and concubines to lead him into 
idolatry (1Ki 11). The writer crassly describes 
his pursuit of power and pleasure, which only 
led to emptiness. This could explain the 

desperation, even unbelief, expressed 
repeatedly in Ecclesiastes, which seems 
depressing with its droning, negative outlook. 
This negative outlook rings true with our with 
our bitter experiences and is a key feature of 
Ecclesiastes.

However, the Book’s conclusion pulls the 
reader back from the brink of despair with 
firm confessions of God’s care and wisdom 
(12:7, 13–14). Solomon offers hope that 
there is more to life, and, in the one “greater 
than Solomon” (Mt 12:42), readers can find 
the fullness of wisdom and life embodied. 
Jesus Christ is the answer to the questions 
and mysteries that Ecclesiastes poses about 
life. Luther on Ecclesiastes This book is 
called in Hebrew Qoheleth, that is, “One 
who speaks publicly in a congregation.” 
For Qahal means a congregation 
assembled together, that which in Greek 
is called ekklesia…. Now this book ought 
really to have a title [to indicate] that it 
was written against the free will. For the 
entire book tends to show that the 
counsels, plans, and undertakings of men 
are all in vain and fruitless, and that they 
always have a different outcome from that 
which we will and purpose. Thus Solomon 
would teach us to wait in confident trust 
and to let God alone do everything, above 
and against and without our knowledge 
and counsel. Therefore you must not 
understand this book to be reviling God’s 
creatures when it says, “All is vanity and 
a striving after wind.” For God’s creatures 
are all good, Genesis 1[:31] and II Timothy 
4 [I Tim. 4:4]; and this book itself says that 
a man shall be happy with his wife and 
enjoy life, etc. [Eccles. 9:9]. It teaches, 
rather, that the plans and undertakings of 
men in their dealings with the creatures 
all go wrong and are in vain, if one is not 
satisfied with what is presently at hand 
but wants to be their master and ruler for 
the future. That’s how it always goes—
backward—so that a man has had nothing 
but wasted toil and anxiety; things turn 
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out anyway as God wills and purposes, 
not as we will and purpose. To put it 
briefly, Christ says in Matthew 6[:34], “Do 
not be anxious about tomorrow, for 
tomorrow will have its own anxiety; it is 
enough that every day has its own evil.” 
This saying is really the interpretation and 
content of this book. Anxiety about us is 
God’s affair; our anxiety goes wrong 
anyhow, and produces nothing but 
wasted toil. (AE 35:263–64)

Introduction Luther: "The summary and aim 
of this book, then, is as follows: Solomon 
wants to put us at peace and to give us a 
quiet mind in the everyday affairs and 
business of this life, so that we live 
contentedly in the present without care and 
yearning about the future and are, as
Paul says, without care and anxiety (Phil. 
4:6)," (AE:15, 7). Thus, the goal of 
Ecclesiastes is to promote enjoyment in 
every moment of life. Again, Luther: "The 
important thing is that we have a tranquil and 
quiet heart and a mind filled with joy, that is, 
that we be content with the Word
and work of God," (Ibid., 10). 

Opening: Psalm 16
Preserve me, | O God,*
for in you I take | refuge.
I say to the LORD, “You | are my Lord;*
I have no good a- | part from you.”
As for the saints | in the land,*
they are the excellent ones,
in whom is all | my delight.
The sorrows of those who run after 
another
god shall | multiply;*
their drink offerings of blood I will not
pour out or take their names | on my lips.
The LORD is my chosen portion | and my 
cup;* you | hold my lot.
The lines have fallen for me in pleasant |
places;* indeed, I have a beautiful 
inheritance.
I bless the LORD who gives me | counsel;*
in the night also my heart in- | structs me.

I have set the LORD always be- | fore me;*
because he is at my right hand, I shall not
be | shaken.
Therefore my heart is glad, and my whole 
being re- | joices;* my flesh also | dwells 
secure.
For you will not abandon my soul | to 
Sheol,*or let your holy one see cor- | 
ruption.
You make known to me the | path of life;*
in your presence there is fullness of joy;
at your right hand are pleasures for- | 
evermore.
Glory be to the Father and | to the Son*
and to the Holy | Spirit;
as it was in the be- | ginning,*
is now, and will be forever. | Amen.

Who am I? The Identity Question
2 approaches:
1) Where do you come from? Who are your 
parents/who are you related to? (Identity is 
something given to you)
2) What do you do? (Identity is something 
you  create for yourself/achieve)

(False) Conclusion: Work is the most 
important  thing in life. Make money so you 
can get the things you want and you will be 
happy.

Science, Technology, & Atheism
Wisdom: learning to use the natural world for
our benefit and advantage. From this comes 
the beginning of modern technology/science. 
Natural inquiry is a good thing! But like all 
good gifts, this too is subject to abuse.

Instead of fitting into our God-given place in
creation we can easily use science and 
technology to try and take control of our lives, 
creation,and ultimately, God (see Genesis 
11).

In a technologically advanced community 
God is often regarded as unnecessary. 
Human progress perpetuates our innate 
desire to be in control of
our lives & destiny, the world, and the people
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around us (see Genesis 3).
We can easily begin seeking blessing from 
our achievements rather than from God 
(practical atheism). This is enthusiasm, or 
seeking blessing apart from God's appointed 
means (see Smalcald Articles III:VIII, 3–6). 
Science, politics, and all human efforts at 
managing the world can easily become our 
god. This is a major problem that 
Ecclesiastes seeks to address.

Solomon’s 2 Questions
See Ecclesiastes 1:3. What is the first topic 
Solomon investigates in his quest to find 
what profits a man?

See Ecclesiastes 1:17. What is the subject 
matter of Solomon’s
second area of inquiry?

The Pursuit of Happiness
Humans lack the ability to create happiness. 
The pursuit of happiness prevents enjoyment 
of present blessings. We always seem to be 
looking toward the future: "I'll finally be happy 
when I graduate; get a job; get married; have 
kids; when the kids leave home; when I 
retire; when I die." Meanwhile, we become 
bored with what we have and continually 
grasp for other things. 
This is the "height of vanity" (Luther), that we 
cheat ourselves of the use of present goods 
and vainly are troubled about future ones.
The pursuit of pleasure removes all capacity 
for enjoyment. Everybody eats, but not 
everybody enjoys eating. Everybody
works, but not everybody enjoys working. 
Luther: "When things come flowing in, 
boredom soon takes over; if they do not flow 
in, there is an insatiable desire to have them, 
and there is no peace," (10).

See Matthew 6:24–25. What two masters 
does our Lord identify here? What is the 
result of serving the wrong master? Note the
connection between wealth and anxiety. The 
more you have, the more you will worry about 
losing it.

See Matthew 19:16–30. See Luke 12:15ff. 
What is the problem with amassing wealth?
What is built up must be given to someone 
else (Ecclesiastes 2:18–19). Someone may 
take over the business but not be interested
in caring for it (only ripping it off for profit).
Ecclesiastes warns us about looking to the 
future for enjoyment, but to find it in present 
blessings (see Ecclesiastes 9:7–10).

Christians & the World
Some (e.g., Jerome) have read Ecclesiastes 
as a condemnation of the world and have 
encouraged Christians to retreat from it.

What does Augsburg Confession XXVII.57 
teach about fleeing from the world? Whom 
does God command us to serve in the 2nd 
Table of the Law?

What does John 17:15–18 teach us about 
our relationship to the world? Where is our 
true citizenship, according to Philippians
3:20?

What guidance are we given in 1 Peter 1:17?
Never Satisfied
Luther: "But if someone compares the good 
things he has with the bad things he does not 
have, he will finally recognize what a treasure 
of good things he has. Someone who has 
sound and healthy eyes does not estimate 
this blessing of God very highly nor take 
pleasure in it. But if he is deprived of them, 
what a treasure he would be willing to give in 
exchange for them! That is how it goes with 
health and with everything else. If God
were to give me the eloquence of Cicero, the 
power of Caesar, or the wisdom of Solomon, 
I would still not be satisfied. We are always 
looking for something that is lacking, and we 
despise what is present," (AE 15:11).

For a Summary statement of Solomon’s 
observations: See Ecclesiastes 2:24–26
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Ecclesiates 2: 1-8 
Contentment - Testing the 
World’s Pleasures

Opening: Psalm 37:1–16
1Fret not yourself because of evildoers; *
 be not envious of wrongdoers!
2For they will soon fade like the grass*
 and wither like the green herb.
3Trust in the LORD, and do good;*
 dwell in the land and befriend  faithfulness.
4Delight yourself in the LORD,
 and he will give you the desires of your
heart.
5Commit your way to the LORD;
 trust in him, and he will act.
6He will bring forth your righteousness as 
the light,* and your justice as the 
noonday.
7 Be still before the LORD and wait patiently 
for him;* fret not yourself over the one who 
prospers in his way, over the man who 
carries out evil devices!
8Refrain from anger, and forsake wrath!*
 Fret not yourself; it tends only to evil.
9For the evildoers shall be cut off,*
 but those who wait for the LORD shall inher-
it the land.
10In just a little while, the wicked will be 
no more; though you look carefully at his 
place, he will not be there.
11But the meek shall inherit the land*
 and delight themselves in abundant peace.
12The wicked plots against the righteous*
 and gnashes his teeth at him,
13but the Lord laughs at the wicked,*
 for he sees that his day is coming.
14The wicked draw the sword and bend 
their bows to bring down the poor and 
needy, to slay those whose way is upright;
15their sword shall enter their own heart,*
 and their bows shall be broken.
16Better is the little that the righteous 
has*than the abundance of many wicked.

 Glory be to the Father and to the Son*

 and to the Holy Spirit;
 as it was in the beginning,*
 is now, and will be forever. Amen.

Read Ecclesiastes 2:1–8

Pleasure: Solomon’s plan “B” (v. 1)
Luther: “It is although he were saying: “Since 
anxieties and my own plans cannot achieve 
anything, I shall refrain from them. I shall turn 
to the right hand and make a more tranquil 
life for myself… let everything happen as it 
happens and chooses, and live a life of 
pleasure. But this too was no more
successful than his earlier reliance on human
wisdom and anxiety,” (LW 15:28).

What was plan “A”? See Ecclesiastes 1:13.
Here Solomon’s plan is to “test” pleasure to 
see if it will bring contentment. Is pleasure 
bad? 

See Genesis 2:8–10. When can pleasure 
become dangerous? See Genesis 2:16–17, 
3:6 and Deut. 8.

In what or whom should we place our trust 
and find delight, according to Psalm 37:3–5? 

In whom does the Lord take pleasure, 
according to Psalm 147:11?

Luther: “This does not mean that happiness 
is condemned as something evil or vain. 
What is condemned is human striving and 
planning, when we ourselves want or try to 
create happiness without respect to the will of 
God… As it is a sin to invite anxiety and 
sorrow by our own counsels and also a sin to 
refuse to suffer them when they are
imposed on us by God, so it is also to be 
condemned if we run away from happiness 
and do not accept it when it is given by God,” 
(LW 15, 30).

On enduring suffering, see also 1 Peter 2:19–
25 and 2 Timothy 4:5.
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Luther: “Often dinner parties are arranged to 
create a happy atmosphere, with foods and 
entertainment intended to make the guests 
happy. But usually it comes out just the 
opposite way, and only seldom does a good 
party result. Either there are gloomy and 
solemn faces present, or something else 
upsets all the arrangements, especially when 
there is such deliberation and planning about 
how much fun it will be,” (LW 15, 28).
Does your experience ring true to what 
Luther says here? Have you ever planned 
something carefully and it turned out to be a 
disaster? Why does this happen?

Luther: “Therefore, the best thing is to abide 
in the Word and work of God, to instruct the 
heart this way in how to be peaceful and 
content with the things that are present. If the 
Lord has given one a wife, one should now 
hold on to her and enjoy her. If you want to
exceed these limits and add to this gift which 
you have in the present, you will get grief and 
sorrow instead of pleasure. One should
therefore simply stick to what the Lord wills 
and gives. If you want joy and delight, wait to 
receive it from Him,” (LW 15, 30).

How is the fruit of the tree described in 
Genesis 3:6? How does the fall into sin 
illustrate the truth of Luther’s above 
comments, particularly his point that sorrow 
will result from transgressing God’s limits
and seeking excess pleasure? See Genesis 
3:7–24.

How do the limits God has set for us in His 
Law (e.g., the Ten Commandments)
serve to protect us against grief and sorrow, 
while at the same time promote pleasure?

The problem of laughter (v. 2)
Solomon is not forbidding laughter or
enjoyment (compare Ecclesiastes 3:4).
Laughter and pleasure are problematic,
however, when they become our highest
good or ultimate goal in life. Why is
laughter not the cure for all that ails us,
according to Proverbs 14:13?

Basil the Great: “It is not unbecoming,
however, to give evidence of merriment of
soul by a cheerful smile… but raucous
laughter and uncontrollable shaking of the
body are not indicative of a well-regulated
soul, or of personal dignity, or selfmastery,”
(ACC IX:207).

If all else fails, drink! (Plan “C”) (v. 3)
Solomon is leaving no stone unturned in his 
quest for wisdom (see Ecclesiastes 1:17), 
even testing that which is obviously folly 
(2:3).

What does Proverbs 23:29–35 have to say 
about excessive consumption of alcohol? 
Does Scripture require total abstinence
from alcohol? See 1 Timothy 4:1–5; 5:23; 
John 2:1–11.

Luther: [Solomon is here saying] “In the world 
and in human society, where I have lived, I 
find success neither in the anxieties with 
which I trouble myself as I seek to give 
counsel to others nor in my own pleasures. 
They are all useless. Therefore I shall 
undertake a rigid and austere way of life, one 
of total abstinence and strictness… This
is not to say that abstinence is evil; what is 
evil is to seek it out by one’s own planning 
and to bind oneself to it as something 
necessary… God Himself says: “When you 
have it, eat; if you do not have it, abstain.” 
Therefore if you want to be abstinent, wait for 
the counsel of the Lord. He is able to cast 
you into prison, into hunger, into infirmity, and 
the like,” (LW 15:32–33).

In our culture of excess, Satan normally 
entices us with pleasure. But Christians be 
tempted to think they can make themselves 
holier by renouncing the world and all 
pleasure. 

What does Ecclesiastes 2:24
have to say about this?
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Why shouldn’t we, according to the above 
Luther quote, impose crosses on ourselves? 
Compare also Matthew 6:34.
See Matthew 19:16–24, especially Jesus’ 
command to the rich young
man in verse 21.

 What was Jesus trying to get across to the 
rich young man? Compare Matthew 9:12–13.
What does our Lord teach about fasting in
Matthew 6:16–18? What does Luther say
about fasting in the Small Catechism
(Sacrament of the Altar, “Who receives
this sacrament worthily?”)?

Solomon’s great wealth (v. 4-8)
Note the natural progression beginning in
verse 4 and continuing through verse 8.
How are all of the things Solomon lists here
related?

Bollhagen: “One should notice the chain
reaction of events that follows: houses and
vineyard (for his drinking?) led to further
landscaping, which in turn required irrigation,
and a vast corps of slaves was needed
to maintain the whole enterprise. A man
may speak of his possessions as his 
holdings, things under his control, but in 
reality his possessions can control him!”
(Concordia Commentary, 88).

On contentment, see 1 Timothy 6:6–8.
Concubines (v. 8)
See 1 Kings 3:1 for a common political 
motivation for taking multiple wives.

What is the Bible’s attitude toward polygamy? 
See Deuteronomy 17:17. See 1 Kings 11:1–
3. What was the consequence of Solomon’s
polygamy? What does this suggest for 
marriage today? See also 2
Corinthians 6:14.
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Ecclesiates 2: 9-26 
Contentment - Testing the 
World’s Pleasures - Part 2
Psalm 73:24–28
24You guide me with your | counsel,*
 and afterward you will receive me to |
 glory.
25Whom have I in | heaven but you?*
 And there is nothing on earth that I desire
 be- | sides you.
26My flesh and my | heart may fail,*
 but God is the strength of my heart and
 my portion for- | ever.
27For behold, those who are far from you 
shall | perish;* you put an end to everyone 
who is unfaithful | to you.
28But for me it is good to be | near God;*
 I have made the Lord GOD my refuge,
 that I may tell of | all your works.
Glory be to the Father and | to the Son*
 and to the Holy | Spirit;
as it was in the be- | ginning,*
 is now, and will be forever. | Amen.

Read Ecclesiastes 2:9–26
v. 9: "So I became great and surpassed all 
who were before me"

Solomon reigned during what is sometimes 
called the "golden age" in Israel's history. 
How does 1 Kings 4:20 –34 describe 
Solomon and life under his reign?

 What was the Queen of Sheba's impression 
of Jerusalem? See 1 Kings 10:6–9.

Didymus the Blind on Solomon's credibility: 
"No one who talks against wealth is heard if 
he is poor himself. But one who teaches this 
needs to have experienced all these human 
things himself. A teaching thus only reaches 
its goal and is successful if he who delivers it 
is acquainted with what he is 
rejecting," (ACCS IX:213)

v. 10: "And whatever my eyes desired I did 
not keep from them"
Sometimes Scripture provides us with 
positive examples to imitate. (2 
Thessalonians 3:7–9), and other times it 
urges us to learn from the mistakes of others
(1 Corinthians 10:1–11). Evaluate Solomon's 
behavior in light of Numbers 15:39 and 1 
John 2:16. 

Are we to take Solomon's actions here as a 
positive example and "go and do likewise"?

Why can’t the senses always be trusted to 
determine what is good and evil? See 
Jeremiah 17:9.

v. 10: “my reward for all my toil”
What is given to those who seek to earn a 
reward by works of their own hands? See 
Matthew 6:1–6. What reward is given to 
those who rely on the works of
Christ? See Proverbs 22:4.

What makes the work of the Christian 
different from that of an unbeliever? See 
Colossians 3:17, 23–25.

v. 13: "more gain in wisdom than in folly"
Why is wisdom better than folly? See 
Proverbs 3:13–18, 4:18–19, and Galatians 
6:7. What is the source of wisdom? See 
Proverbs 2:6. Even if wisdom had no
worldly benefit at all, how does this truth 
alone (Prov. 2:6) make wisdom an infinitely 
valuable treasure?

v. 14: the Head of the wise
What makes the head/mind of a wise person 
different from that of a fool? See 1 
Corinthians 11:3; 2:16. How does this make 
sense of what Jesus says in Matthew
13:13–14? How is it possible to have eyes 
but not see? How does our Lord describe the 
wise and the foolish in Matthew 7:24–27?

�7



v. 14: “why then have I been so very 
wise?”
What does Solomon say we should make of 
our own wisdom, and upon what should we 
rely? See Proverbs 3:5.

v. 14–16: Everyone dies
If the wise and the foolish experience the 
same outcome, does it matter whether we 
pursue wisdom or folly? See Romans 6:1ff.

Luther: “One should, therefore, travel by the 
middle way: affairs should be commended to 
the King, who has made us. If He has 
granted us some opportunity, let us use it; if 
He has given us something, let us accept
it; if He takes it away, let us bear it. Whatever 
you can do, do; whatever you cannot do, 
leave alone. What you cannot budge, let lie. 
Wisdom is beneficial, then, if I do what I know 
is pleasing to God and commit to Him what 
He wishes to be accomplished through me.
If we did this, then at last we would be truly 
wise,” (AE 15:42)

How is Luther’s advice supported by St. Paul 
in 1 Corinthians 3:6?

How does Psalm 49:10–20 agree with 
Solomon’s teaching in Ecclesiastes
2:14–16? Though our wisdom and efforts 
cannot save us from death, to what hope are 
we directed in Psalm 49:15?

v. 16: “in the days to come all will be long 
forgotten”
Luther: “The descendants are not stirred by 
the example of their ancestors and are 
always interested in something new. 
Whatever present is boring, whatever absent 
is intriguing. And yet there is nothing new. For
once it is present, it is already old; it brings 
no pleasure, and something else seems 
desirable. In sum, the ability to be content 
with what one has is simply a gift of the Holy 
Spirit and is impossible for the flesh, which is
always being drawn away from what it has to 
the things that are to be and, in following the 
latter, loses the former and thus is deprived 

of the use of both. What happens to the 
greedy man in the case of money is
what happens to the entire human race in the 
case of desires and plans; that is, they have 
nothing, even if they have everything,” (AE 
15:43).

v. 17: "So I hated life"
Here is another place where we might think
Solomon is setting a bad example, but 
compare what Solomon says here with our 
Lord’s words in John 12:25.

Without denying that every gift we have
comes from God (James 1:17) and that we
should enjoy these gifts (Ecclesiastes 2:24)
and use them to serve others (1 Peter 4:10),
in what sense should we "hate" our lives? 
See Matthew 16:24–26.

v. 17: On the vanity of toil
Ambrose: "We arise each day to eat and
drink; yet no one is filled so that he does not
hunger and thirst after a short time. Daily we
seek profit, and to greed there is set no limit.
"The eye will not be satisfied with seeing, nor
the ear with hearing," (Eccl. 1:8). He that 
loves silver will not be satisfied with silver. 
There is no limit to toil, and there is no profit 
in abundance,"
(ACCS IX:216).

Compare Ambrose's comments about toil
having no limit with Ecclesiastes 2:23.

v. 18: “I must leave it to the man who will 
come after me”
How do Solomon’s thoughts echo those of 
Job 1:21? What happened with Solomon’s 
two sons and his kingdom (that for
which Solomon toiled) after his death? See 1 
Kings 12.

v. 21: You can't take it with you
In addition to the practical wisdom Solomon 
gives here, why is it foolish to cling to the 
world and its pleasures? See 1 John 2:17.
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For an even greater injustice than what 
Solomon describes here in Ecclesiastes 2:21, 
see 2 Corinthians 5:21 and 1 Peter 2:22–25.
v. 23: "For all his days are full of sorrow"
Compare Jeremiah's sorrow in Jeremiah 
20:7–10. What different sources
does the prophet identify as causing his 
sorrow and affliction? Notice the 
"unexpected" source in v. 7–8 (but compare 
Matthew 16:24), and again in verse 10 (also 
unexpected, though from a different place). 
For a more traditional source of sorrow, see 
Psalm 17:9.

v. 24: Eating, drinking, & working
Compare the teaching of St. Paul in 1 
Thessalonians 4:9–11. To what,
according to the apostle, should we aspire? 
See verse 11. How are we taught to do this, 
according to verse 9?

Both St. Paul and our Lord Himself base their 
teaching on the Old Testament. See Isaiah 
54:13 and compare it to the teaching of St. 
Paul in 1 Thessalonians 4:9–11 and to the 
teaching of our Lord in John 6:45.

What does our Lord connect with being 
taught by God? See John 6:48–
58. Compare also John 15:1–5, paying close 
attention to how the imagery Jesus uses here
(the vine) compares to His teaching in John 6
(eating and drinking His flesh and blood) and
Matthew 27:27–29. Compare also Exodus
24:11 and Deuteronomy 14:26b.

v. 24–26: "from the hand of God"
Keep these verses in mind as you read the
rest of Ecclesiastes, as they serve as a 
summary of the whole book.

How does our Lord confirm these words from
Solomon in Matthew 5:45? When we pray for
"daily bread", for what are we asking? See
Luther's explanation of the 4th petition in The
Small Catechism. What blessings does 
Solomon identify as coming from the hand of 
God in these verses? Might they also be 
considered "daily bread"?

Luther: “Thus what sinners heap up belongs
to the pious, because only they use it with
thanksgiving and joy, even when they have
very little. The impious, one the other hand, 
for all their anxiety and trouble, do not even 
use it. In short, the pious truly possess the 
whole world, because they enjoy it with 
happiness and tranquility. But the impious do
not possess it even when they have it. This is 
the vanity which the impious possess,” (AE 
15:48).

To what disposition does St. Paul urge us in 1 
Timothy 4:4–5? 
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Ecclesiates 3:1-15 
“Time”

Opening: Psalm 131
1O LORD, my heart is not lifted up;
my eyes are not | raised too high;*
 I do not occupy myself with things
 too great and too marvel- | ous for me.

2But I have calmed and quieted my soul,
like a weaned child with its | mother;*
 like a weaned child is my soul with- | in 
me.
3 O Israel, hope | in the LORD*
 from this time forth and for- | evermore.

Glory be to the Father and | to the Son*
 and to the Holy | Spirit;
as it was in the be- | ginning,*
 is now, and will be forever. | Amen.

Read Ecclesiastes 3:1–15
v. 1–8: "For everything there is a season"
This poem affirms that all of life is in God’s 
hands. Every activity “under the sun” has its 
God-appointed time. See, for example, v. 2a 
(birth and the length of one's life); see also 
verse 11: "He has made everything beautiful 
in its [appointed] time... he cannot find out
what God has done from beginning to end."
Notice the pairs of opposites in each verse. 
This is a common feature of the Hebrew 
language (merism) where opposites are used 
to express totality (e.g., v. 2a, "life, death, and 
everything in between").

Luther: "Therefore you should understand 
this as follows: All human works and efforts 
have a certain and definite time of acting, of 
beginning, and of ending, beyond human 
control. Thus this is spoken in opposition to 
free will. It is not up to us to prescribe
the time, the manner, or the effect of the 
things that are to be done; and so it is 
obvious that here our strivings and efforts are 
unreliable. Everything comes and goes at the 

time that God has appointed. He proves this 
on the basis of examples of human works
whose times lie outside the choice of man 
[e.g., birth and death]... how can someone 
who is uncertain about the future determine 
something about the future?… Therefore one 
should commit to God and make use of
present things, refraining from a lust for 
future things," (AE 15:49–50)

God's Name is never mentioned even once in 
the book of Esther, yet God quietly remains in 
control of everything that happens. See 
Mordecai's words to his cousin Esther in 
Esther 4:14. 14 “For if you remain 
completely silent at this time, relief and 
deliverance will arise for the Jews from 
another place, but you and your father’s 
house will perish. Yet who knows whether 
you have come to the kingdom for such a 
time as this?”   What comfort can we take 
from the fact that God remains in control of 
history, even when life isn't going according 
to (our) plan? See Romans 8:28. 28 And we 
know that all things work together for 
good to those who love God, to those who 
are the called according to His purpose.

See Psalm 131 (our opening psalm). How 
does this psalm address our desire to be in 
control of our lives? What comfort can we 
find in the fact that we are not in control? See 
Psalm 31:15 My times are in Your hand;
Deliver me from the hand of my enemies,
And from those who persecute me. 

Romans 8:32.
31 What then shall we say to these 
things? If God is for us, who can be 
against us?

While there are appointed times for some 
activities, Basil the Great reminds us that 
every time is appropriate for prayer: "It is 
necessary to bear in mind that for certain 
other tasks a particular time is allotted, 
according to the words of Ecclesiastes: "All 
things have their season." For prayer and 
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psalmody, however, as also, indeed, for 
some other duties, every hour is suitable,
that, while our hands are busy at their tasks, 
we may praise God sometimes with the 
tongue (when this is possible, or, rather, 
when it is conducive to edification);
or, if not, with the heart, at least, in psalms, 
hymns, and spiritual canticles, as it is written 
(Col. 3:16). 

Thus in the midst of our work we can fulfill 
the duty of prayer, giving thanks to Him who 
has granted strength to our hands for 
performing our tasks and cleverness to our
minds for acquiring knowledge, and for 
having provided the materials, both that 
which is in the instruments we use and that 
which forms the matter of the arts in which 
we may be engaged, praying that the work of 
our hands may be directed toward its goal, 
the good pleasure of God," (ACCS IX:217–8).

Is there ever a time when it is inappropriate 
to speak the Gospel? See Matthew 7:6 - 6 
“Do not give what is holy to the dogs; nor 
cast your pearls before swine, lest they 
trample them under their feet, and turn 
and tear you in pieces.  Proverbs 9:7–8  He 
who corrects a scoffer gets shame for 
himself, And he who rebukes a wicked 
man only harms himself. 8 Do not correct 
a scoffer, lest he hate you; Rebuke a wise 
man, and he will love you.

Romans 16:17. Now I urge you, brethren, 
note those who cause divisions and 
offenses, contrary to the doctrine which 
you learned, and avoid them.

For the most significant appointed time in 
Scripture or human history, see Galatians 
4:44 But when the fullness of the time had 
come, God sent forth His Son, born of a 
woman, born under the law, Mark 1:15;  
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of 
God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the 
gospel.” Matthew 26:18,  And He said, “Go 
into the city to a certain man, and say to 
him, ‘The Teacher says, “My time is at 

hand; I will keep the Passover at your 
house with My disciples.”’ and John 17:1  
Jesus spoke these words, lifted up His 
eyes to heaven, and said: “Father, the 
hour has come. Glorify Your Son, that 
Your Son also may glorify You,.

v. 3: "A time to kill"
In verse 2, the positive actions were stated 
first; here in verse 3, the order is reversed 
and the negative action is given first. Here 
Solomon affirms the legitimate ending of life 
(e.g., capital punishment, among those
who have been authorized to bear the sword 
[e.g.,
solider or police officer]). See Romans 13:3–
4.

v. 6: "A time to seek"
What do the parables about the lost sheep, 
coin, and son in Luke 15 teach about the 
human condition?

What has Jesus done about it, and how does 
heaven respond?

v. 7: "A time to keep silence and a time to 
speak”
The fifth through seventh commandments 
call attention to the damage we can do to our 
neighbor with our hands (murder and theft) 
and sexual relations (adultery). The damage 
we can do with our tongue (the eighth 
commandment) is disproportionate to its size.

What do the following texts teach about the 
tongue? Psalm 141:3 Set a guard, O Lord, 
over my mouth; Keep watch over the door 
of my lips. James 1:19  So then,my 
beloved brethren, let every man be swift 
to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath;(in 
light of this text, consider the fact that God 
has given us two
ears but only one mouth); Proverbs 10:19 In 
the multitude of words sin is not lacking,
But he who restrains his lips is wise.; 13:3 
He who guards his mouth preserves his 
life, But he who opens wide his lips shall 
have destruction.; 16:24.  Pleasant words 
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are like a honeycomb, Sweetness to the 
soul and health to the bones.

v. 8: "A time to love and a time to hate"
What does Psalm 97:10 say we should hate? 
You who love the Lord, hate evil!
He preserves the souls of His saints;
He delivers them out of the hand of the 
wicked.

What does Deuteronomy
6:5 say we should love?  5 You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, with 
all your soul, and with all your strength.

How do we reconcile Jesus' command to love 
our enemies (Matthew
5:43) with passages like Psalm 26:5 I have 
hated the assembly of evildoers, And will 
not sit with the wicked.
and Revelation 6:10 And they cried with a 
loud voice, saying, “How long, O Lord, 
holy and true, until You judge and avenge 
our blood on those who dwell on the 
earth?” See Romans 12:19–21.  Beloved, 
do not avenge yourselves, but rather give 
place to wrath; for it is written, 
“Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the 
Lord. 20 Therefore “If your enemy is 
hungry, feed him; If he is thirsty, give him 
a drink; For in so doing you will heap 
coals of fire on his head.” 21 Do not be 
overcome by evil, but overcome evil with 
good.

While we love and pray for the repentance of 
our enemies now (see Luke 23:34), we also 
pray that those who refuse to repent would 
not be allowed to continue in their 
wickedness forever and finally be brought to
justice (see Philippians 3:18–19).  For many 
walk, of whom I have told you often, and 
now tell you even weeping, that they are 
the enemies of the cross of Christ: 19 
whose end is destruction, whose god is 
their belly, and whose glory is in their 
shame—who set their mind on earthly 
things.

v. 8: "A time for war and a time for peace"

What does Ephesians 6:10–17 teach about 
war? Specifically, who is our enemy, and with 
what weapons do we fight? 

How does Exodus 14:13–14 13 And Moses 
said to the people, “Do not be afraid. 
Stand still, and see the salvation of the 
Lord, which He will accomplish for you 
today. For the Egyptians whom you see 
today, you shall see again no more 
forever. 14 The Lord will fight for you, and 
you shall hold your peace.”

When does this warfare end and peace 
arrive? See Isaiah 65:17–25.

How does Genesis 3:15 function as a divine 
declaration of war against
Satan? 

v. 10: "I have seen the business that God 
has given to the children of man to be 
busy with"
Luther: "This is a clarification of everything 
that has preceded it [3:1–9]. "In all those 
labors," he says, "I have seen that men 
cannot achieve anything by themselves 
unless their appointed time is here," (AE 
15:52).

v. 11: "He has put eternity into man's heart"
How does Genesis 1:26 affirm what Solomon 
teaches here about God putting eternity into 
our hearts?

Luther points out that to give something into 
the heart is a Hebrew way
of saying or doing something in a sweet or 
flattering way. That is to say,
God gives that which is present so that we 
might use it with joy and
thanksgiving; see Acts 14:17 and 1 Timothy 
6:17.
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v. 11 man "cannot find out what God has 
done"
See Romans 11:34. There are many things 
we have no control over and cannot know. 
Therefore, Luther counsels us to say, "Lord, it 
is up to Thee to give future things; meanwhile 
I shall enjoy the life that is present and
that has already been given by Thee," (AE 
15:54).

v. 13: "Everyone should eat, drink, and 
take pleasure in all his toil"
Is this verse suggesting the pursuit of 
personal pleasure if man's highest
good? God also wants us to enjoy what He 
has given. In what should we
rejoice, according to Ecclesiastes 3:22; 5:19–
20; 10:19; 11:9?

v. 14: "Whatever God does endures forever"
What does Psalm 2:1–6 say about those who 
would defy God and try to affect the course of 
history? How did God respond to the 
people’s defiance in the Babel account of 
Genesis 11:1–9?

Recall a time when your sinful actions have 
had a negative (or even tragic) outcome. 
What comfort does the truth that God is the 
God of history, and all of life is in His hands 
give us? 

See Genesis 50:15–20.
What contrast does Isaiah 40:6–8 highlight 
between the Word of God and the work of 
man?

Luther: "As I have said, [Solomon] is using 
antithesis to compare our efforts with the 
efforts of God. Our efforts are directed toward 
neglecting what we have, growing bored with 
it, and looking to what we shall have. God, on 
the other hand, follows through on what is 
and preserves in His work, so that what He 
does may be stable. The efforts of the pious
are of this kind also," (AE 15:56).

v. 14: "so that people fear before Him"
To fear God is, according to Luther, to "have 
God in view, to know that He looks at all our 
works, and to acknowledge Him as the 
Author of all things, both good and evil," (AE 
15:55).

How, according to St. Paul, should we live 
our lives in response to the Gospel? See 
Philippians 2:12–13. Notice that this passage 
affirms that on the one hand we do indeed 
work, but that it is God who works in us.
Compare also Ephesians 2:8–10, 1 
Corinthians 3:6, 12:6, and Hebrews
13:20–21. 
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Ecclesiates 3:16- 4:6

Opening: Psalm 103
1Bless the LORD, | O my soul,*
 and all that is within me, bless his | holy 
name!
2Bless the LORD, | O my soul,*
 and forget not all his | benefits,
3who forgives all your in- | iquity,*
 who heals all your dis- | eases,
4who redeems your life | from the pit,*
 who crowns you with steadfast love
 and | mercy,
5who satisfies | you with good so that your 
youth is renewed like the | eagle’s.
6The LORD works | righteousness*
 and justice for all who | are oppressed.
7He made known his ways to | Moses,*
 his acts to the people of | Israel.
8The LORD is merciful and | gracious,*
 slow to anger and abounding in | 
steadfast love.
9He will not | always chide, nor will he keep 
his anger for- | ever.
10He does not deal with us according | to 
our sins,* nor repay us according to our 
iniquities.
11For as high as the heavens are a- | bove 
the earth,*so great is his steadfast love 
toward those who | fear him;
12as far as the east is | from the west,*
 so far does he remove our transgres- | 
sions from us.
13As a father shows compassion to his | 
children,* so the LORD shows compassion to 
those  who | fear him.
14For he | knows our frame;*
 he remembers that | we are dust.
15As for man, his days | are like grass;*
 he flourishes like a flower | of the field;
16for the wind passes over it, and | it is 
gone,* and its place knows | it no more.
17But the steadfast love of the LORD is from
 everlasting to everlasting on those who | fear
 him,* and his righteousness to children’s | 
children,
18to those who keep his | covenant*

 and remember to do his com- | 
mandments.
19The LORD has established his throne in 
the heavens,* and his kingdom rules | over 
all.
20Bless the LORD, O you his | angels,*
 you mighty ones who do his word,
 obeying the voice | of his word!
21Bless the LORD, | all his hosts,*
 his ministers, who | do his will!
22Bless the LORD, all his works,
 in all places of his do- | minion.*
 Bless the LORD, | O my soul!
 Glory be to the Father and | to the Son*
 and to the Holy | Spirit;
 as it was in the be- | ginning,*
 is now, and will be forever. | Amen.

Read Ecclesiastes 3:16–4:6
3:16: Wickedness in the place of justice
Here Solomon laments the fact that 
wickedness is often found even in those 
places where you would expect to find justice 
and righteousness. Where is this
especially true, according to Isaiah 5:1–7? 

See also 1Corinthians 5:1–8. 

While not denying that we should work 
toward justice and righteousness, Solomon is 
nevertheless realistic about what we can 
achieve by our efforts. As Luther observes, 
Solomon has no utopian delusions: “The
malice of men is so great that you cannot set 
them all straight. Therefore Solomon wants to 
say: “If someone torments himself here in 
order to set them all straight, he will have 
nothing but affliction and sorrow. Therefore
one must commit it to God,” (AE 15:57).

 What do the following texts teach about 
justice and righteousness? 
Jeremiah 33:15; Isaiah 1:27; 56:1.

What do Psalm 37:5, Proverbs 16:3, and 
John 15:5 teach about the relationship 
between our plans, efforts, and their 
outcome? 
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Pay careful attention to who is doing the 
acting in Psalm 37:5 and the passive voice 
(or divine passive) in Proverbs 16:3 (“your 
plans will be established”, not “you will 
establish your plans”).

3:18: “God is testing them… ”
Why does God test us, according to Malachi 
3:1–3 give Why is this testing important? See 
Matthew 3:12.

3:18–19: Man & Beast
In what sense are we worse off than the 
beasts? See Isaiah 1:2–3. Notice what 
imagery Scripture uses to describe 
uncooperative sinners in 1 Corinthians 15:32 
and Titus 1:12. Remember, Solomon is 
talking about life “under the sun.” To live 
purely for the things of this world, to avoid 
communion with Christ, is to live as the 
beasts.

Fellowship with God and the Church is an 
essential human need. See Colossians 1:9, 1 
John 1:3–7, Acts 2:42, and John 17:20–23.

Shenoute: “Why did he write, “What 
advantage does man have over
beast?” Perceive now what had happened. 
Understand now the scorn toward us when 
he saw that humanity had recognized gods 
other than the Lord God alone and had not 
obeyed this utterance, “No foreign god
shall be in your midst, nor shall you worship a 
strange god,” (Psalm 81:9). Then when he 
saw humanity had acted wickedly by [doing] 
what is contrary to nature, with abominable 
deeds, with pernicious deeds that no one 
should be able to mention [and] to which no 
one should be able to listen, he said this. For 
if a person does not recognize his value, not
only is he reckoned with the beast but the 
beast is more esteemed than he, when it is 
said, “An ox knows its owner, and the ass its 
master’s crib,” (Isaiah 1:3) 

While man & beast appear to have the same 
fate “under the sun”, there are important 
differences; see Genesis 1:27–28, 2:7.

Luther: “To have a happy heart and to rejoice 
in present things with the fear of God is not a 
thing of the world but a gift of God. It comes 
from heaven, from beyond the sun. But being 
afflicted with these things means being
no different from the beasts,” (AE 15:58).

3:21: Heaven or hell?
While Solomon says that we cannot see 
where man and beast go after death, this 
passage nevertheless affirms that Old 
Testament Christians had the hope
of eternal life; compare also Ecclesiastes 
12:7.

4:1: “I saw all the oppressions that are 
done under the sun”
See Psalm 73. If we were to judge by sight, 
what conclusions would we draw about God?

4:1: “They had no one to comfort them”
In Ecclesiastes 4:9–12, Solomon will affirm 
the value of togetherness. Jesus, on the 
other hand, suffered in isolation; see Matthew 
26:31–46, 56, 69–75; 27:46.

Despite the fact that we continue to forsake 
Jesus with every sinful thought, word, and 
action, what promises does He make us? 

See Deuteronomy 31:6, Matthew 28:20, 
Isaiah 40:1–2, and John 14:26. How is
our Lord’s promise in John 14:26 fulfilled? 
See Ezekiel 36:25–26 and Acts
2:38–39.

What positive function does our own suffering 
accomplish? See 2 Corinthians 1:3–7; 12:1–
10.

4:3: Not being is better than being
Again, Solomon’s comments relate to life 
“under the sun”; that is to say, apart from 
Christ. How does St. Paul agree in 1 
Corinthians 15:19?

Luther: “Those who have been condemned 
and who have suffered calamity feel and 
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judge the way Solomon is speaking in this 
passage, for they would certainly prefer not 
to be rather than to be continually tormented
this way; and this would simply be better for 
them. Therefore he says correctly here: “If 
you consider the misery of human afflictions 
and if you look only at this life, you will think 
that the dead are more fortunate
than the living,” (AE 15:63).

Compare Job’s misery in Job 3. Job’s wife 
wanted him to curse God (Job 2:9); what did 
Job curse instead? Typically the birth of a 
child is a joyful occasion. How does Job 
describe the day of his birth? For similar
laments, see Jeremiah 20:14–18 and 2 
Corinthians 1:8. How should
Christians respond to suffering? See 
Lamentations 3:1–33.
What is the Christian attitude toward life and 
death? See Philippians 2:21 –24.

4:4: Envy
What do Genesis 4:1–8 and Matthew 20:1–
16 teach about jealousy?

Basil the Great: “Wise, therefore, was he who 
forbids us even to dine in company with an 
envious person, and in mentioning this 
companionship at table, he implies a 
reference to all other social contacts as well. 
Just as we are careful to keep material which 
is easily inflammable as far away as possible 
from fire, so we must refrain insofar as we 
can from contracting friendships in circles of 
which envious persons are members… In 
short, as the red blight is a common pest to 
corn, so envy is the plague of
friendship,” 

4:4: “This also is vanity”
Luther counsels us to expect the worst and 
enjoy what we do have: “In short, anyone 
who wants to live quietly should put the 
proposition to himself that in the world he will 
see nothing but vanity. He should not be sad 
if something evil happens, but he should 
rather be happy with the good things that are 
present. If you are thrust into the

obligation of having to help make things 
better, do what is permissible, and God will 
do what He wills. But if you want to go 
beyond this and mingle with the world, 
straighten every curve, cure every evil, and 
throw Satan out of the world, you will cause 
yourself nothing but labor and
sorrow,” (AE 15:65).

4:5: “The fool folds his hands and eats his 
own flesh”
What, according to Proverbs 6:10–11, will 
happen to the lazy? What does St. Paul 
teach about work in 2 Thessalonians 3:6–
13?

4:6: “Better is a handful of quietness than 
two hands full of toil”
For related ideas, see Proverbs 15:16, 1 
Timothy 6:6–10, and 1 Corinthians 7:20–24. 
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Ecclesiates 4:6-5:9
Opening: Psalm 132
1Remember, O LORD, in David’s | favor,*
 all the hardships | he endured,
2how he swore | to the LORD*
 and vowed to the Mighty One of | Jacob,
3“I will not en- | ter my house*
 or get in- | to my bed,
4I will not give sleep | to my eyes*
 or slumber to my | eyelids,
5until I find a place- | for the LORD,*
 a dwelling place for the Mighty One of | 
Jacob.”
6Behold, we heard of it in | Ephrathah;*
 we found it in the | fields of Jaar.
7“Let us go to his | dwelling place;*
 let us worship at his | footstool!”
8Arise, O LORD, and go to your | resting 
place, you and the ark | of your might.
9 Let your priests be clothed with | 
righteousness,and let your saints | shout for 
joy.
10For the sake of your servant | David,
 do not turn away the face of your a- | 
nointed
 one.
11The LORD swore to David a sure oath
 from which he will | not turn back:
 “One of the sons of your body
 I will set | on your throne.
12If your sons keep my covenant
 and my testimonies that I shall | teach 
them, their sons also forever
 shall sit | on your throne.”
13For the LORD has chosen | Zion;*
 he has desired it for his | dwelling place:
14“This is my resting place for- | ever;*
 here I will dwell, for I have de- | sired it.
15I will abundantly bless her pro- | visions;*
 I will satisfy her | poor with bread.
16Her priests I will clothe with sal- | 
vation, and her saints will | shout for joy.
17There I will make a horn to sprout for | 
David; I have prepared a lamp for my 
anointed.
18His enemies I will | clothe with shame,*
 but on him his | crown will shine.”

 Glory be to the Father and | to the Son*
 and to the Holy | Spirit;
 as it was in the be- | ginning,
 is now, and will be forever. | Amen.

Read Ecclesiastes 4:7–5:9
4:7–12: Loneliness & Companionship
What does Genesis 2:18 (“It is not good for 
man to be alone…” teach about isolation? 

With whom do Christians have fellowship? 
Acts 2:42,  “They were continually devoting 
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to 
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and [a]to 
prayer.”   

1Corinthians 1:9 “God is faithful, through 
whom you were called into fellowship with 
His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” and 1 

John 1:3 “what we have seen and heard we 
proclaim to you also, so that you too may 
have fellowship with us; and indeed our 
fellowship is with the Father, and with His 
Son Jesus Christ.”

Solomon identifies two different vanities 
associated with loneliness, one in 4:7–9 and 
another in 4:10–12.
What are they?

How do Christians serve the Lord, according 
to
Matthew 25:31–40 (separation of the sheep 
from the goats…), John 13:12–15 (Jesus 
washing the disciples feet), and 1 Peter 
4:10–11  “10 As each one has received a 
special gift, employ it in serving one another 
as good stewards of the manifold grace of 
God. 11 Whoever speaks, is to do so [a]as 
one who is speaking the utterances of God; 
whoever serves is to do so as one who is 
serving [b]by the strength which God 
supplies; so that in all things God may be 
glorified through Jesus Christ, to whom 
belongs the glory and dominion forever and 
ever. Amen.”
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4:8: “His eyes are never satisfied with 
riches”
Whom do such people serve, according to 
Romans 16:18?  “18 For such men are 
slaves, not of our Lord Christ but of their own 
appetites; and by their smooth and flattering 
speech they deceive the hearts of the 
unsuspecting.”

How does our Lord describe money in 
Matthew 6:24?
What abuse of wealth is described in Isaiah 
5:8, “Woe to those who add house to house 
and join field to field, Until there is no more 
room…”
So that you have to live alone in the midst of 
the land! and what consequence does this 
abuse bring? According to Leviticus 25:6–7, 
what is the purpose of the land, and for 
whom is this given?   “All of you shall have 
the sabbath products of the land for food; 
yourself, and your male and female slaves, 
and your hired man and your foreign 
resident, those who live as aliens with you. 7 
Even your cattle and the animals that are in 
your land shall have all its crops to eat.”

The love of riches is one of the most common 
vices in the world, as Luther points out: “Why 
are you laughing? With no more than a 
change of names, the story could be told 
about you. With your moneybags filled
from all over, you restlessly open your mouth 
for more; yet you are forced to refrain from 
touching it as though it were something 
sacred, or you must merely enjoy it as though 
it were a picture,” (AE 15:68).

Why are the wealthy not satisfied with their 
riches, according to Solomon in Ecclesiastes 
4:8? Note the reasons Luther adds to this 
lack of satisfaction.  

4:12: “A threefold cord is not quickly 
broken”
Luther highlights the benefits of working 
together in society by relating a common 
proverb: “In society there is mutual help, 
common work, common solace; meanwhile, 

the life of the miser is a sorry one, useless 
and afflicted, and finally he must come to a 
miserable end. This, then, he establishes 
with a proverb, which seems to be taken from 
this source: A certain wise father, when he 
was about to die, commands his sons to be 
present. He gives them a bundle of sticks to 
break. Although they could not break them all 
at the same time, they did break them 
individually. In this way he taught his sons 
that their riches would be secure if they were 
in concord with one another and
mutually assisted one another. For through 
concord small things grow, but through 
discord they are scattered and brought to 
naught,” (AE 15:69).

Life together is just as essential in the Church 
as it is in society. What is the condition for the 
fulfillment of Christ’s promise in Matthew 
18:20 (For where two or three are 
gathered…)?

 For what reasons do we come together, 
according to Hebrews 10:19-25 “19 
Therefore, brethren, since we have 
confidence to enter the holy place by the 
blood of Jesus, 20 by a new and living way 
which He inaugurated for us through the veil, 
that is, His flesh, 21 and since we have a 
great priest over the house of God, 22 let us 
draw near with a [h]sincere heart in full 
assurance of faith, having our hearts 
sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and 
our bodies washed with pure water. 23 Let us 
hold fast the confession of our hope without 
wavering, for He who promised is faithful; 24 
and let us consider how to stimulate one 
another to love and good deeds, 25 not 
forsaking our own assembling together, as is 
the habit of some, but encouraging one 
another; and all the more as you see the day 
drawing near.”
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Peter Chrysologus (Bishop of Ravenna , Italy 
380-455)  relates Solomon’s comments in 
Ecclesiastes 4:9–12 to Christ’s sending of the 
disciples two by two: “”And he began to send
them forth two by two.” He sent them two by 
two that no one of them, being abandoned 
and alone, might fall into a denial, like Peter, 
or flee, like John (Mark 14:66–72, 50–52). 
Human frailty quickly falls if it proudly
relies on itself, despises companions and is 
unwilling to have a colleague. As Scripture 
says, “Woe to him that is alone, for when he 
falls, he has none to lift him up.” The same 
Scripture testifies how much one is
strengthened by another's aid, when it states, 
“A brother that is helped by his brother is like 
a strong city,”” (Proverbs 18:19) 

4:13: The foolish king who wouldn’t take 
advice
How does Proverbs 1:7–8 characterize 
biblical wisdom? “The fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of knowledge; Fools despise 
wisdom and instruction.”

How is this reinforced
by the Old Testament “creed” in 
Deuteronomy 6:4? (Hear oh Israel, the Lord 
our God is One..” Notice what
verb Moses uses to characterize the 
Christian faith in this verse. See also
Proverbs 10:14Wise men store up 
knowledge, But with the mouth of the foolish, 
ruin is at hand., 19When there are many 
words, transgression is unavoidable,
But he who restrains his lips is wise.; 
Proverbs 17:27–28  He who restrains his 
words has knowledge, And he who has a 
cool spirit is a man of understanding.
28 Even a fool, when he keeps silent, is 
considered wise; When he closes his lips, he 
is considered prudent., and 
James 1:19 This you know, my beloved 
brethren. But everyone must be quick to 
hear, slow to speak and slow to anger; .

5:1: The house of God
Where is the presence of God

located, according to 1 Kings
8:27  27 “But will God indeed dwell on the 
earth? Behold, heaven and the [k]highest 
heaven cannot contain You, how much less 
this house which I have built! 28 Yet have 
regard to the prayer of Your servant and to 
his supplication, O Lord my God, to listen to 
the cry and to the prayer which Your servant 
prays before You today; 29 that Your eyes 
may be open toward this house night and 
day, toward the place of which You have said, 
‘My name shall be there,’ to listen to the 
prayer which Your servant shall pray toward 
this place. 30 Listen to the supplication of 
Your servant and of Your people Israel, when 
they pray toward this place; hear in heaven 
Your dwelling place; hear and forgive.?

5:1: “Guard your steps when
you go to the house of
God”
How were the Israelites failing
to “guard their steps” when
going to God’s house? See
Amos 5:24; “I hate, I reject your festivals,
Nor do I delight in your solemn assemblies.
22 “Even though you offer up to Me burnt 
offerings and your grain offerings,
I will not accept them; And I will not even look 
at the peace offerings of your fatlings.
23 “Take away from Me the noise of your 
songs; I will not even listen to the sound of 
your harps. 24 “But let justice roll down like 
waters And righteousness like an ever-
flowing stream.”

5:1: “To draw near to listen
is better”
How does 1 Samuel 15:22 describe the 
direction of worship, and what is the
proper Christian response to worship? 
“Samuel said, “Has the Lord as much delight 
in burnt offerings and sacrifices As in obeying 
the voice of the Lord? Behold, to obey is 
better than sacrifice, And to heed than the fat 
of rams”   
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How is this truth reinforced by our Lord’s 
teaching in Luke
10:38–42?  38 Now as they were traveling 
along, He entered a village; and a woman 
named Martha welcomed Him into her home. 
39 She had a sister called Mary, who was 
seated at the Lord’s feet, listening to His 
word. 40 But Martha was distracted with [a]all 
her preparations; and she came up to Him 
and said, “Lord, do You not care that my 
sister has left me to do all the serving alone? 
Then tell her to help me.” 41 But the Lord 
answered and said to her, “Martha, Martha, 
you are worried and bothered about so many 
things; 42 but only one thing is necessary, for 
Mary has chosen the good part, which shall 
not be taken away from her.”

5:3: On dreams
Upon what do some base their faith, 
according to Jude 1:8?   “Yet in the same way 
these men, also by dreaming, defile the flesh, 
and reject authority, and revile [a]angelic 
majesties.  

How does this agree
with what Solomon teaches here in 
Ecclesiastes 5:3?

Can dreamers and false prophets perform 
signs, according to Deuteronomy
13:1? How are we to regard such visionaries 
and dreamers, according
to Deuteronomy 13:1–5?  If a prophet or a 
dreamer of dreams arises among you and 
gives you a sign or a wonder, 2 and the sign 
or the wonder comes true, concerning which 
he spoke to you, saying, ‘Let us go after 
other gods (whom you have not known) and 
let us serve them,’ 3 you shall not listen to the 
words of that prophet or that dreamer of 
dreams; for the Lord your God is testing you 
to find out if you love the Lord your God with 
all your heart and with all your soul.”

On the dangers of false prophets, How does 
Ezekiel 13:8–11 characterize the message
of false prophets?  “8 Therefore, thus says 
the Lord God, “Because you have spoken 

falsehood and seen a lie, therefore behold, I 
am against you,” declares the Lord God. 9 
“So My hand will be against the prophets who 
see false visions and utter lying divinations. 
They will [b]have no place in the council of 
My people, nor will they be written down in 
the register of the house of Israel, nor will 
they enter the land of Israel, [c]that you may 
know that I am the Lord God. 10 It is 
definitely because they have misled My 
people by saying, ‘Peace!’ when there is no 
peace. And when anyone builds a wall, 
behold, they plaster it over with whitewash; 
11 so tell those who plaster it over with 
whitewash, that it will fall. A flooding rain will 
come, and you, O hailstones, will fall; and a 
violent wind will break out.

Upon what should we base our faith? See 2 
Peter 1:17–21. 17 For when He received 
honor and glory from God the Father, such 
an utterance as this was made to Him by the 
Majestic Glory, “This is My beloved Son with 
whom I am well-pleased”— 18 and we 
ourselves heard this utterance made from 
heaven when we were with Him on the holy 
mountain. 19 So we have the prophetic word 
made more sure, to which you do well to pay 
attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, 
until the day dawns and the morning star 
arises in your hearts. 20 But know this first of 
all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter 
of one’s own interpretation, 21 for no 
prophecy was ever made by an act of human 
will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke 
from God.

5:8: “the oppression of the poor..Do not 
be amazed at the matter”
What temptation accompanies those who 
become powerful and hold
high offices? Amos 6:1–7.

Luther: “That is, do not torment yourself if you 
cannot change things, but leave it to a higher 
judge. What a lesser person cannot do, he 
should think of as pertaining to a higher 
person. If the prince is evil, defer to
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the higher Prince, God. Thus if I become very 
vexed on account of the Sacramentarians 
(those in the Reformation that denied both 
the Roman and Lutheran view of God’s 
presence in the sacraments) and the sects 
who are disturbing the church of God and 
contaminating the Gospel,
what shall I accomplish? Therefore I commit 
the matter to God the Judge, in whose hand 
everything lies. Although I myself lament it
that souls are being deceived and led astray 
so miserably, I cannot do any more except
to oppose them in accordance with my office 
and to say: “Stop it! There has been enough 
error. Come to your senses!” When
you have given this advice to the other 
person, you should commit the matter to 
God, in accordance with Paul’s statement 
(Titus 3:10): “A man that is a heretic after the 
first and second admonition reject”; and 
again (2 Tim. 3:13): “Evil men will go on from 
bad to worse” and will not escape their judge. 
Everyone has his judge. If the assessor does 
not do it, the bailiff or the captain will. And if 
the latter does not judge him, the prince
will do the judging. And if the prince neglects 
it also, the emperor will do it. If the emperor 
despises his duty, God will neither despise it 
nor neglect it. This is what he means when 
he says: “Above these there is a king
over the whole land.”
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Ecclesiastes 5:10-6:12

Opening: Psalm 103:1–13
1 Bless the LORD, | O my soul,*
 and all that is within me,
 bless his | holy name!
2Bless the LORD, | O my soul,*
 and forget not all his | benefits,
3who forgives all your in- | iquity,*
 who heals all your dis- | eases,
4who redeems your life | from the pit,*
 who crowns you with steadfast love and |
 mercy,
5who satisfies | you with good so that your 
youth is renewed like the | eagle’s.
6 The LORD works | righteousness*
 and justice for all who | are oppressed.
7He made known his ways to | Moses,*
 his acts to the people of | Israel.
8The LORD is merciful and | gracious,*
 slow to anger and abounding in | 
steadfast love.
9He will not | always chide,*
 nor will he keep his anger for- | ever.
10He does not deal with us according | to 
our sins,nor repay us according to our in- 
| iquities.
11For as high as the heavens are a- | bove 
the earth,so great is his steadfast love toward 
those who | fear him;
12as far as the east is | from the west,*
 so far does he remove our 
transgressions from us.
13As a father shows compassion to his | 
children, so the LORD shows compassion to 
those who  fear him.
 Glory be to the Father and | to the Son*
 and to the Holy | Spirit;
 as it was in the be- | ginning,*
 is now, and will be forever. | Amen.

Read Ecclesiastes 5:10–6:12
5:10–11: The Vanity of Wealth
Luther summarizes the vanity of wealth as 
follows: “To gather riches, therefore, is to 
gather many who eat them. Why, then, do 
you torment yourself this way to

scrape things together? Be content with what 
you have. Even if you accumulate riches, 
they will not come without brining along as 
guests those who will eat them, if not during 
your life, then certainly after your death. 
Beyond this you will have nothing from all 
your goods except something to fill your 
mouth and stomach and to clothe your body,” 
(AE 15:87).

5:12: Wealth & Anxiety
What keeps the wealthy from rest and 
satisfaction?
See Proverbs 27:20;  “ Do not forsake your 
own friend or your father’s friend, And do not 
go to your brother’s house in the day of your 
calamity; Better is a neighbor who is near 
than a brother far away.”  compare also 
Ecclesiastes 2:23 and
4:8. 

Luther: “Whatever evil does not befall you, 
regard as a gain. For that is how it is in this 
life, that we should expect evil things daily, 
but good things are beyond expectation, and 
that is how they come. But when they do 
come, we should give thanks to God for a 
special act of kindness… but when the 
opposite happens, do not fret,” (AE 15:89).

Why should we, as Luther says, expect evil 
things daily? 
Psalm 51:4.Against You, You only, I have 
sinned And done what is evil in Your sight,
So that You are justified when You speak
And blameless when You judge. 

How does a constant awareness of our sin 
aid us in heeding Luther’s advice? 

See Matthew 10:29–3129 Are not two 
sparrows sold for a cent? And yet not one of 
them will fall to the ground apart from your 
Father. 30 But the very hairs of your head are 
all numbered. 31 So do not fear; you are 
more valuable than many sparrows. and

5:13–14: The Only Thing That Hurts More 
Than Wealth Is Losing It
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Ezekiel 16:49  49 Behold, this was the guilt of 
your sister Sodom: she and her daughters 
had arrogance, abundant food and careless 
ease, but she did not [a]help the poor and 
needy. What does this teach about the 
temptation the wealthy face and God’s 
expectations for them?

What reminder does Solomon give to 
encourage us to use what we’ve been given 
in service to those around
us now? See Ecclesiastes 2:21.

In Exodus 16:1–20.(the gathering of the 
manna and quail) What happened to Israel 
when they gathered more than they needed? 
What lesson can we learn from this? Look at  
Proverbs 30:8.Keep deception and lies far 
from me, Give me neither poverty nor riches;
Feed me with the food that is my portion,  
What solution does this propose to the 
problem of riches?

5:15–16: Naked Come, Naked Go
Luther: “Even the richest of men cannot 
boast of anything more than of that from 
which he has been eating and drinking while 
he has been alive. Since, therefore,
we shall not take anything with us, let us 
share it with others, using our riches as 
though they were flowing water or air. This is 
how we should think: “As I shall forsake my 
riches when I die, so I forsake them
while I am living. Why, then, should I 
accumulate them with such great anxiety, 
when we cannot have anything more than a 
small mouthful?” (AE 15:91).

What similarity between the rich and poor 
does Luther
highlight? What about in Ecclesiastes 5:15–
16, Job
1:21 ““Naked I came from my mother’s 
womb, And naked I shall return there.
The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away.
Blessed be the name of the Lord.” and 1 
Timothy 6:7 “7 For we have brought nothing 
into the world, so we cannot take anything 
out of it either.”

5:17: “All his days he eats in darkness in 
much vexation and sickness and anger.”

What imagery does Solomon associate with 
grief &
illness in this verse? For a common biblical 
euphemism
for health and death, see Genesis 27:1 
(Isaac’s Eyes are too dim to distinguish his 
sons) ; Psalm 13:3 “Consider and answer 
me, O Lord my God;
Enlighten my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of 
death”

Luther: “To eat in darkness, therefore, means 
to toil in sadness. A greedy workman, in fact, 
any greedy person, constantly finds 
something that he does not like and that he 
criticizes, because he is filled with cares and
anxieties. He cannot eat his bread in 
happiness; he is always making
accusations; he is always finding fault with 
his household,” (AE 15:92).

What causes an evil conscience, according 
to Romans 2:15?  “ in that they show the 
work of the Law written in their hearts, their 
conscience bearing witness and their 
thoughts alternately accusing or else 
defending them,”
What creates a good conscience? See 1 
Timothy 1:5, 18-19 “ But the goal of our 
instruction is love from a pure heart and a 
good conscience and a sincere faith….18 
This command I entrust to you, Timothy, 
my]son, in accordance with the prophecies 
previously made concerning you, that by 
them you fight the good fight, 19 keeping 
faith and a good conscience, which some 
have rejected and suffered shipwreck in 
regard to their faith. ”   

Hebrews 10:22 shows us the cure:  22 let us 
draw near with a [h]sincere heart in full 
assurance of faith, having our hearts 
sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and 
our bodies washed with pure water..
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5:18–20: The Voice of Faith & the Heart of 
Ecclesiastes

The theme of the book has been mentioned 
in 2:24 and 3:13, but these verses develop 
those thoughts and provide the most 
complete summary of the book’s message.

How do these three verses summarize
God’s work and our response?

Luther: “In this way he has joy in his toil here,
and here in the midst of evils he enters into
Paradise. On the other hand, wicked men 
and misers and as many as do not follow this 
example in using the things of this life, begin 
already here to suffer torment and to be 
thrust down into hell,” (AE 15:93).

How, according to Luther, can we enter into
Paradise now, despite being in the midst of
evils? What causes suffering, torment, and
thrusts into hell? What sort of amnesia does
verse 20 describe? Is it good or bad?

6:1–4: Wealth Does Not Satisfy
Luther: “For “the traveler with an empty purse
can sing in the presence of a robber.” But the
rich man is frightened by every bramble 
bush, and at the height of his happiness he is 
as miserable as possible… He thinks of 
nothing, wonders at nothing, yearns for 
nothing–except money. In the same way the 
ambitious man looks at nothing except
honors. The lover does not look at his own 
wife but is always looking at another woman. 
That is, such people do not enjoy the good 
creatures that are present now. Thus the 
wicked begin their hell in this life, because 
they are deprived of the use of all the 
creatures and gifts of God, so that they never 
see the sun, which we nevertheless have 
every day. In other words, they do not rejoice 
in the gifts of God but are always looking for 
something else,” (AE 15:96–97).

What advantage does the rich have over the 
poor, according to Luther?

In what way can the things we love become a 
curse?
Compare Ecclesiastes 1:8; 2:10–11; 4:8.

6:3–5: The Stillborn at Rest
In what sense is the stillborn better off than 
the person who does not know Christ? See 
Matthew 7:21–23. “21 “Not everyone who 
says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the 
kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will 
of My Father who is in heaven will enter. 22 
Many will say to Me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, 
did we not prophesy in Your name, and in 
Your name cast out demons, and in Your 
name perform many [n]miracles?’ 23 And 
then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; 
depart from Me, you who practice 
lawlessness.’ Notice how in these verses 
Solomon describes the stillborn as a person, 
better off than the discontent rich
man, capable of resting. See also Psalm 
139:13. For You formed my inward parts;
You wove me in my mother’s womb.

6:3–7: “His soul/appetite is not satisfied”
What enables us to enjoy what we have and 
share with others? 2 Corinthians 8:1–5 “8 
Now, brethren, we wish to make known to 
you the grace of God which has been given 
in the churches of Macedonia, 2 that in a 
great ordeal of affliction their abundance of 
joy and their deep poverty overflowed in the 
wealth of their liberality. 3 For I testify that 
according to their ability, and beyond their 
ability, they gave of their own accord, 4 
begging us with much urging for the favor 
[a]of participation in the [b]support of the 
[c]saints, 5 and this, not as we had 
[d]expected, but they first gave themselves to 
the Lord and to us by the will of God. and 
Matthew 6:31–33. (do not worry about 
tomorrow…)
Luther: “If, for example, old men could see 
the dangers that afflict youth, they would not 
want to be young. On the other hand, if 
young men could see the many discomforts 
of old age, they would be willing to bear their 
own discomforts and would not begrudge the 
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elderly their comforts. But we do not do this; 
instead, we are always looking at what
belongs to others and despising what 
belongs to us. Thus the rich miser looks at 
and desires what he does not have, but 
neglects what he does have. For “his soul is 
not satisfied,’ that is, he does not stick to his
assigned task. No one is content with his lot.
The spectator of a play always imagines that 
he would perform it better. If I hear someone 
else preach, I think that I would be able to 
surpass him in many ways. A servant thinks 
likewise: “If I were king, I would administer 
everything with the utmost prudence.”… If 
that kingdom were turned over to him, no one 
would be a greater fool than he… But the 
soul neglects its own job and is completely 
preoccupied with someone else’s job, and so 
it does not do either one right. For whoever 
does not take care of his own things will do 
very poorly at taking care of other people’s 
things,” (AE 15:98–99).

Why does Luther say it is foolish to envy 
others?

What suffers when we are preoccupied with
envy? Why does Luther say we would do a 
poor job at taking care of other people’s 
things if we don’t take care of our own 
things?

When the laborers who worked all day 
compared
their pay with those who worked fewer
hours, how did they react in Matthew 20:1–
12. 

What should we remember before we 
become discontent with what God has 
provided? See
Matthew 20:13–16 “13 But he answered and 
said to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you 
no wrong; did you not agree with me for a 
denarius? 14 Take what is yours and go, but I 
wish to give to this last man the same as to 
you. 15 Is it not lawful for me to do what I 
wish with what is my own? Or is your eye 
envious because I am generous?’ 16 So the 

last shall be first, and the first last.” and 
Psalm 103:10 “He has not dealt with us 
according to our sins, Nor rewarded us 
according to our iniquities.”

Jerome: “Everything that human labor 
produces in this world is consumed by the 
mouth, ground by the teeth, and sent to the 
stomach for digestion. Even when a bite to 
eat delights the palate, it seems to give 
pleasure only for as long as it remains in the 
mouth, for when it passes into the belly, it can 
no longer be distinguished from other food.
The soul of the diner is afterwards not 
fulfilled, because he will again desire what he 
has just eaten”. 

In light of this, what
counsel does the Lord give in John 6:27 “ Do 
not work for the food which perishes, but for 
the food which endures to eternal life, which 
the Son of Man will give to you, for on Him 
the Father, God, has set His seal.”

Hebrews 13:5 “Make sure that your character 
is free from the love of money, being content 
with what you have; for He Himself has said, 
“I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake 
you,” should bring us great comfort.  

What is good, according to Micah 6:8?  “He 
has told you, O man, what is good; And what 
does the Lord require of you But to do justice, 
to love kindness, And to walk humbly with 
your God?”

6:10: “He is not able to dispute with one 
stronger than he”
What lesson do we learn from Job 40:1–14?
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Eclessiastes 7:1-22
7:1: “A good name is better than precious
ointment”
2 Corinthians 2:15 says “5 For we are a 
fragrance of Christ to God among those who 
are being saved and among those who are 
perishing”.   What could this possibly mean?

 What connection between one’s name and 
fragrant oil does Solomon make in Song 1:3?
How should this affect our relationships with 
others?

7:1 The day of death is better than the day 
of birth What practical advantage do the 
dead have over the living?

Job 3:11–13  “Why did I not die at birth,
Come forth from the womb and expire?
12 “Why did the knees receive me, And why 
the breasts, that I should suck? 13 “For now I 
would have lain down and been quiet; I would 
have slept then, I would have been at rest,

What is the disadvantage of the
living? Job 3:26 “I am not at ease, nor am I 
quiet, And I am not at rest, but turmoil 
comes.”

How is the day of death better from a spiritual 
perspective?  Why is this so hard to 
comprehend?

See Philippians 1:21-26 “21 For to me, to live 
is Christ and to die is gain. 22 But if I am to 
live on in the flesh, this will mean fruitful labor 
for me; and I do not know which to choose. 
23 But I am hard-pressed from both 
directions, having the desire to depart and be 
with Christ, for that is very much better; 24 
yet to remain on in the flesh is more 
necessary for your sake. 25 Convinced of 
this, I know that I will remain and continue 
with you all for your progress and joy [u]in the 
faith, 26 so that your proud confidence in me 
may abound in Christ Jesus through my 
coming to you again.

and Galatians 2:20 “I have been crucified 
with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but 
Christ lives in me; and the life which I now 
live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave Himself up for 
me.”

How does 1 Corinthians 15:26 describe 
death? “26 The last enemy that will be 
abolished is death.”

Why is it beneficial to live with an awareness 
of our mortality? See Psalm 90:12.” So teach 
us to number our days, That we may present 
to You a heart of wisdom.”

7:2–3: Mourning & sorrow is better than 
laughter &feasting
How does God use our affliction and sorrow 
for the benefit of others? See 2 Corinthians 
1:6.” But if we are afflicted, it is for your 
comfort and salvation; or if we are comforted, 
it is for your comfort, which is effective in the 
patient enduring of the same sufferings which 
we also suffer;”

What attitude  does St. Paul take toward his 
own suffering in 2 Timothy 2:10 “For this 
reason I endure all things for the sake of 
those who are chosen, so that they also may 
obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus 
and with it eternal glory.”

What does Solomon say about those who 
think life should be only fun and laughter? 
See Proverbs 14:12–13?  “There is a way 
which seems right to a man, But its end is the 
way of death. 13 Even in laughter the heart 
may be in pain, And the end of joy may be 
grief.”

How does he provide a balanced view in 
Ecclesiastes 3:4?

How do we make sense out of Solomon’s 
statement in this verse that sorrow is better 
than laughter in light of what he says in 5:18?
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Consider the above question in light of the 
following comments from Luther: 

“Although he had said above that it is good to 
be happy, here he seems to be asserting the
opposite: Sorrow is better than laughter. 
These two things surely do not seem to be in 
agreement. But matters that have to do with 
godliness are difficult and are always
being carried to the opposite extreme. If we 
teach that nothing but faith alone justifies, 
then wicked people neglect all works. On the 
other hand, if we teach that faith must be 
attested by works, they immediately attribute
justification to these. A fool always veers to 
one or the other extreme. It is so difficult to 
remain on the royal road, as, for example, 
here: neither sadness alone nor happiness 
alone, but the middle between them is what
one is to keep. One must keep one’s spirit 
happy, free, and peaceful; it must keep its 
equanimity in human affairs, regardless of 
whether happy things or sad things occur.
Therefore he says: “In evil or distress the 
heart, etc.” It is as though he were saying: “I 
distinguish between the sadness of the 
countenance and the sadness of the spirit.
I always want to be happy in spirit, on the 
inside; but on the outside this cannot be, 
because sad things happen.”  Thus the 
apostle says in 2 Cor. 6:10: “as sorrowful, yet
always rejoicing.” You should refer the first to 
the outside, the second to the inside," (AE 
15:111–112).

How does Luther say it is possible to be 
sorrowful and rejoice (2 Cor. 6:10) at
the same time? (recall especially his 
distinction between inner and outward
sorrow/happiness). What is the unchanging 
basis of our joy? 1 Corinthians 15:3–4.  “3 
For I delivered to you as of first importance 
what I also received, that Christ died for our 
sins according to the Scriptures, 4 and that 
He was buried, and that He was raised on 
the third day according to the Scriptures,”

Luther: “When things are troubled, the heart 
is made better. “A good heart” is a Hebrew 

phrase meaning a joyful and happy heart. 
Solomon speaks this way to direct his 
hearers toward his goal, for his intention is to 
make them happy regardless of how things 
fall,” (AE 15:111).

7:5: Rebuke is better than flattery
How helpful are the following passages?
 Proverbs 13:18? Poverty and shame will 
come to him who neglects discipline, But he 
who regards reproof will be honored.

James 1:19 19 This you know, my beloved 
brethren. But everyone must be quick to 
hear, slow to speak and slow to anger; in 
order to grow in wisdom? For what especially 
do the wise listen? 

Proverbs 9:8 Do not reprove a scoffer, or he 
will hate you, Reprove a wise man and he will 
love you. 

Proverbs 3:11–12  My son, do not reject the 
discipline of the Lord Or loathe His reproof,
12 For whom the Lord loves He reproves,
Even as a father corrects the son in whom he 
delights.”

7:6: Crackling thorns under a pot & the 
laughter of fools

Luther explains the comparison between the 
crackling pot and the laughter of fools by 
saying both give the impression of something 
that’s actually not the case. The crackling 
thorns are like a “a sudden fire and one 
which makes a lot of noise, but it is over very 
quickly, with more flame than fire in it. It
threatens a horrible conflagration, but soon, 
when the flame and the noise have passed, 
the fire is out… Therefore a fire of thorns or 
of stubble does not give any heat and does 
not penetrate, and yet it gives a greater 
appearance of burning than a fire of live 
coals, which do not have much flame but a 
great deal of heat. In the same way the 
happiness of the fools gives the impression
that it will last forever, and one thinks that it 
has as much strength as it has flame; but it is 
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nothing of the kind, for they are happy for a 
moment, but soon adversities come, and they 
go to pieces and are in utter despair… when 
the happiness is over, there remains trouble
in the spirit,” (AE 15:114–115).

How does Scripture reaffirm this teaching in 1 
Peter 2:6–9.  6 For this is contained in 
Scripture:

“Behold, I lay in Zion a choice stone, a 
precious corner stone, And he who believes 
in Him will not be disappointed.” 7 This 
precious value, then, is for you who believe; 
but for those who disbelieve,

“The stone which the builders rejected,
This became the very corner stone,”

7:7: Oppression drives the wise into 
madness
Luther: "For when a wise man wants to help 
the world and be of aid and counsel to things 
and when he does everything with the utmost 
correctness, he is still covered with filth by 
fools, and he experiences the extreme of
ingratitude," (AE 15:115).

Compare Luther’s comments with Matthew 
21:33–39. What example does
Christ set for us? 

7:8: The end is better than the beginning
How does our Lord expand on Solomon’s 
teaching in Matthew 21:28–31 

7:10: A foolish question
What does Solomon have to say to those 
who long for “the good ol’ days”?

7:12: The benefits of wisdom & money
While Solomon is careful to warn about the 
dangers of wealth (Eccl. 2:8–11),
he acknowledges that money, like wisdom 
has its benefits. 

7:13: Who can make straight what God 
has made crooked?

What does this verse, along with Titus 
3:10-11“Reject a factious man after a first 
and second warning, 11 knowing that such a 
man is perverted and is sinning, being self-
condemned” and Matthew 10:14 “Whoever 
does not receive you, nor heed your words, 
as you go out of that house or that city, shake 
the dust off your feet.”  suggest about
evangelism?

Luther: “”A man that is a heretic after the first 
and second admonition reject.” When you 
have done your part, let God do His part. To 
refuse to quit unless you have corrected 
things first is to put yourself in the place of 
God, that is, to be obviously insane… If you 
are a preacher of the Gospel, do not preach 
as though you could gain all men for Christ, 
for not all heed the Gospel (cf.Rom. 10:16); 
but if you convert three or four souls and lead 
them to Christ,
like the tips of burning brands (cf. Amos 
4:11), give thanks. For one should not quit 
simply because so few are changed for the 
better to hear the preaching of the Gospel. 
But do what Christ did: He rescued the elect 
and left the rest behind. This is what the 
apostles did also. It will not be better for
you. You are foolish if you either presume 
that you alone can accomplish everything or 
despair of everything when it does not go 
your way,” (AE 15:120, 124).

7:14: God makes both joy and adversity

Does this make sense?
Luther: “Prepare yourself in such a way that 
you are also able to be sorrowful; enjoy the 
things that are present in such a way that you 
do not base your confidence on them, as 
though they were going to last
forever,” (AE 15:120).

7:16–18: Do not be overly righteous or 
overly wicked
What warning does our Lord give to those 
who put on excessive displays of piety? See 
Matthew 6:1-18.
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What should we keep in mind when 
correcting wickedness? See Matthew 7:3. 
Luther: “Therefore if we ourselves
often fall short of the Law and if we sin in 
word and deed, let us bear with the same 
thing in others,” (AE 15:128).

Dr. Jim Bollhagen summarizes these verses 
as follows: “Keep on working hard. Seize
new opportunities and keep your hands on 
the old ones until they are completed. Be 
persistent in accomplishing your tasks. Grab 
on to whatever challenge faces you, and 
don’t let go. And all the while you are doing 
these things, keep on trusting your God one 
hundred percent of the time for everything
you need for this life and the life to come… 
never mind [asking whether you should keep 
working or leave it in God’s hands]; just keep 
on working and keep trusting,” (263–264).

7:20: “Not a righteous man on earth”
For additional texts on the doctrine of total 
depravity, see Romans 3:23; Psalm 51; 
Proverbs 20:9. Compare also Solomon’s 
prayer at the dedication of the temple and the 
cure for our unrighteousness in 1 Kings 8:46–
51. 

How should we conduct ourselves, especially 
given our unrighteousness? See
Deuteronomy 4:9, 15, & 23. How does 
Solomon indicate that unrighteousness is 
limited to earth here in Ecclesiastes 7:20? 
Compare also Revelation 22:3
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