CUHC WHAT'S THE POINT? STUDY GUIDE
ECCL 3:16-4:3 MICHAEL ROWNTREE

ECCLESIASTES 3:16-4:3

16 Moreover, | saw under the sun that in the place of justice, even there was wickedness, and in the place of
righteousness, even there was wickedness. 17 | said in my heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked, for
there is a time for every matter and for every work. 18 | said in my heart with regard to the children of man that God
is testing them that they may see that they themselves are but beasts. 19 For what happens to the children of man
and what happens to the beasts is the same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath, and man
has no advantage over the beasts, for all is vanity. 20 All go to one place. All are from the dust, and to dust all return.
21 Who knows whether the spirit of man goes upward and the spirit of the beast goes down into the earth? 22 So |
saw that there is nothing better than that a man should rejoice in his work, for that is his lot. Who can bring him to
see what will be after him? 1 Again | saw all the oppressions that are done under the sun. And behold, the tears of the
oppressed, and they had no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was power, and there was no
one to comfort them. 2 And | thought the dead who are already dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive.
3 But better than both is he who has not yet been and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun.

STRUCTURE
I The test of injustice (3:16-22)
a. Injustice reigns even in the highest human courts (3:16)
b. In God's perfect time—and perfect court—He will right every wrong (3:17)
c. God delays justice to expose our hearts: He is testing mankind (3:18-21)
d. God gives a way to live in the meantime: enjoy each day as His gift (3:22)

1. The anguish of injustice (4:1-3)
a. Victims have many tears but no comforters (4:1)
b. The brutality of reality makes injustice almost unbearable (4:2-3)

. The response to injustice (synthesis of the whole)
a. We endure injustice by humbly trusting God's justice (3:16-21; cf. 12:14)
b. We endure injustice by gratefully receiving each day as a gift (3:22; cf. 9:7-9)
c. We endure injustice by honest lament (4:1-3) that nevertheless refuses to absolutize despair (9:4: “a
living dog is better than a dead lion"”)

GENERAL COMMENTARY:

The Preacher just finished his sweeping poem and commentary about God's providential power to make everything
beautiful in its time (3:1-15). Here he provides the most challenging test case: injustice. Can God make even this
beautiful? In its time, yes. But that time is not now—it occurs at the final reckoning. This theme occurs throughout
Ecclesiastes (cf. Eccl. 3:17; 8:12-13; 11:9; 12:14). Our “under the sun” reality is painful and perplexing, but beyond the
sun, it will all make sense.

In the meantime, God's delayed justice becomes a test of our hearts. Will we wait in faith for the final judgment, or will
we live like beasts—the oppressors of 4:1? Either way, the outcome is the same: dust awaits both man and beast
(3:20). Here, the Preacher dismantles our illusions of control. We can't guarantee a legacy; we can't hold our breath
any longer than the animals. God's “test” is not cruelty but clarity: He forces us to see our mortality so that we might
bow before His judgment. To deny death is to live like a beast; to face it with humility is to live like the wise.

The first meditation on injustice (3:16-21) leads seamlessly into the second on oppression (4:1-3). The movement is
from dark to darker. Tears of the oppressed give way to the shocking claim that death—even non-birth—is better
than life in a world this broken. But this is not his last word. Elsewhere he insists that “a living dog is better than a
dead lion" (9:4). The “better than" here is therefore not absolute but rhetorical. The Preacher is forcing us to gasp at
the brutality of injustice so that we will hunger for a justice beyond the sun. He shows us the emptiness of the world
as it is, so that we will ache for the world as God will make it.



Between these twin laments, 3:22 serves as a hinge: “There is nothing better than that a man should rejoice in his
work, for that is his lot." This is one of seven “enjoy life" sayings scattered throughout Ecclesiastes. Each time, the
Preacher offers it as an antidote to life's vaporous nature. His counsel is not escapist, but survivalist. In the face of
futility, injustice, and death, he says: enjoy the portion God gives. Receive the little things—food, drink, labor,
friendship, love—as daily gifts of grace. They do not erase the world's pain, but they soften its edge. Life is a vapor
but also sweet—if we receive God's blessings as a gift.

VERSE-BY-VERSE COMMENTARY:

16 Moreover, | saw under the sun that in the place of justice, even there was wickedness, and in the place of
righteousness, even there was wickedness.
—"Moreover": Solomon has been arguing that God makes “everything beautiful in its time" (3:11), making brief
allusion to God's final recompense when this wonderful promise comes true (3:15). The word “Moreover”
presses further into the subject by introducing our greatest obstacle to belief in God's beautiful justice: man's
injustice.
—"l saw under the sun": Solomon does not speak abstractly; He has observed this.
—"in the place of justice, even there was wickedness": The “place of justice” likely refers to human courts,
where we expect oppression's remedy—and find its opposite. People who suffer place their hope in earthly
tribunals to punish the wicked, but even there—"in the place of justice”—we find wicked jurors. Motivated by
bribes, racism, sexism, classism, and groupthink, those entrusted with punishing the wicked instead reward
them, thus sharing in their wickedness.
—"in the place of righteousness, even there was wickedness": The “place of righteousness” likely refers to
God's house (cf. 5:1)—religious leaders who oversee the Temple. It could also refer to elders’ decisions, since
they represented cities, and their populace expected them to judge according to the Torah. In our day, it
represents churches and their elders. Unrighteous judgments characterize even those entrusted by God and
His people to evaluate matters according to Scripture.

17 | said in my heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked, for there is a time for every matter and for
every work.
—"] said in my heart": Having personally observed wickedness in the highest courts, in elder rooms (the city
gates), and in religious institutions, the Preacher now personally reflects on his observations.
—"God will judge the righteous and the wicked":

e Injustice reigns in the courts of man, but not in the court of God.

¢ Injustice will not continue indefinitely. God allows it for a time and for a season (4:1-8), but even if the
wicked escape justice now—they will ultimately succumb to it. The Preacher emphasizes this same
point in his final reflection about life under the sun: “For God will bring every deed into judgment, with
every secret thing, whether good or evil” (12:14).

—"for there is a time for every matter and for every work."

o “for there is a time" reminds us that the Preacher has not abandoned his prior discourse about times
and seasons (3:1-15).

e When we read that God “has made everything beautiful in its time" (3:11), we naturally ask—especially
when suffering injustice—but WHEN?! This verse answers: in God's time. God doesn't tell us WHEN,
but we can infer it based on the reality that some oppressors die without repenting or making it right.
It would seem to our eyes that God did not judge their deeds. But the Preacher insists, "He will!" The
implication: God will judge them after death.

e Solomon will later refer to those who “get away with it" in this life: “Then | saw the wicked buried. They
used to go in and out of the holy place and were praised in the city where they had done such things.
This also is vanity. Because the sentence against an evil deed is not executed speedily, the heart of the
children of man is fully set to do evil. Though a sinner does evil a hundred times and prolongs his life,
yet | know that it will be well with those who fear God, because they fear before him. But it will not be
well with the wicked, neither will he prolong his days like a shadow, because he does not fear before
God” (Eccl. 8:10-13). The point of both passages is: even if they APPEAR to “get away with it"—in the
end, they will not.

e Judgment may be delayed, but it cannot be escaped—"every matter” and “every work” will come under
the divine microscope.



For the biblical authors, God's judgment was not something to blush about—as we do in Western
cultures, where we explain away a “God of Judgment.” For the biblical authors, God's judgment was
something to celebrate. It gave them hope that one day God would right every wrong.

18 | said in my heart with regard to the children of man that God is testing them that they may see that they
themselves are but beasts. 19 For what happens to the children of man and what happens to the beasts is the
same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath, and man has no advantage over the beasts,
for all is vanity. 20 All go to one place. All are from the dust, and to dust all return. 21 Who knows whether the
spirit of man goes upward and the spirit of the beast goes down into the earth?

—"children of man":

—"God

As we've continually seen, “man” = “Adam”—the curse of sin lies in the background. Ever since man's
first rebellion, we have been rebelling against the God of Justice. Now, we must live in a world of
injustice.

The allusion to sin's curse is reinforced by the Preacher’'s mention of “from the dust... to dust all
return” (3:20)—a near exact quote of Gen. 3:19.

In the case of the Preacher, however, he shows how sin’s curse affected not just mankind but all living
things, much like Paul does in Rom. 8.

is testing them that they may see that they themselves are but beasts™

The “test” points backward to the verse about God's delayed but ultimate justice (3:17), but it also
points forward to verses about our shared fate with animals: “as one dies, so dies the other” (3:19); “All
go to one place. All are from the dust, and to dust all return” (3:20).

How do these component parts harmonize? God's delayed justice is a test, exposing our hearts: Will we
live like beasts—as though God will never judge us for wicked actions? When we suffer injustice, will
we give up on living justly, concluding that it doesn't really matter—we can "“get away with it"?

But how does this fit with the purpose of the test—to make us realize that we "are but beasts” who
will die? The animal kingdom does not have courtrooms. No lion was ever tried for ambushing a baby
gazelle. God's delayed justice presses home that we are mortals living in a dog-eat-dog world. We die
like animals—without a righteous courtroom. Our “under the sun” reality is that everyone gets bit, and
predators prevail.

Putting it all together, God's delayed justice tests us by (1) humbling us with the knowledge that we will
die like beasts—without resolution in this life—because even human courtrooms are jungles of
injustice, and (2) compelling us to live justly, trusting that God will one day judge righteously.

Kidner, commenting on God's delayed justice: “why the delay? Why is the present not the proper time
for universal justice? To that unspoken question verses 18ff give a typically abrasive answer, since our
first need is not to teach God His business but to learn the truth about ourselves, a lesson we are very
slow to accept... So when verse 18 says, ‘God is testing (or better, exposing) them to show them that
they are but beasts,” it shocks us deeply... But we have to admit that quite apart from our tendencies
to cruelty and squalor, which put us in a class even below the beasts, there are at least two facts
about us which support the charge: the role of greed and cunning in our affairs... and the mortality
which mans hares with all earthly creatures. The first of these sad facts appears in the next chapter;
the second occupies the remainder of this one... Verse 20, showing us man on his journey from dust to
dust, as in Genesis 3:19, confronts us with the Fall, and with the irony that we die like cattle because
we fancied ourselves as gods.”

—"man has no advantage over the beasts, for all is vanity":

The Preacher is not suggesting that we have no advantages over the animal kingdom, whatsoever. This
would deny our unique status as image bearers (Gen. 1:26-28). Rather, he is addressing the specific
matter of mortality: both man and beast die.

In what sense is our shared mortality “vanity”—a mist or vapor? Just like a vapor disappears nearly as
soon as it appears, so do living things.

—"All go to one place™:



Is the Preacher arguing for no afterlife? No, his concern in this section is with life “under the sun.” The
very next verse specifies the “one place” to which man and animals go: the ground. Death reduces
every living thing “to dust".
But what about verse 21—does it not imply that the Preacher lacked awareness of an afterlife when it
says, "Who knows whether the spirit of man goes upward and the spirit of the beast goes down into
the earth?”
Interpreting this verse requires us to remember his mention of “eternity” in 3:11 and final judgment in
the nearby context of 3:17 and in the book's exclamatory conclusion in 12:14. If “this life is all there is”,
God's final judgment would make no difference—mortality itself would have provided our escape from
God's courtroom! Solomon can't be arguing for no afterlife.
Nevertheless, the phrase “who knows" does suggest ambiguity. The Preacher uses the same phrase
throughout his sermon:
o 2:19: "And who knows whether he will be wise or a fool? Yet he will be master of all for which |
toiled and used my wisdom under the sun.”
o 6:12: "For who knows what is good for man while he lives the few days of his vain life, which he
passes like a shadow? For who can tell man what will be after him under the sun?”
o 8:1:"Who is like the wise? And who knows the interpretation of a thing? A man's wisdom makes
his face shine, and the hardness of his face is changed.”
o In each case, the Preacher stresses ambiguity. “"Who knows" operates more like a statement:
“Nobody knows."
“All go to one place” (v. 20) does not deny an afterlife. The Preacher’s focus here is life under the sun:
the “one place” is the grave, where both man and beast return to dust. Verse 21, with its “who knows,”
raises the question of what becomes of the human spirit versus the animal spirit. This cannot mean
the Preacher denied an afterlife—he has already affirmed God's final judgment (3:17) and will climax
his sermon with the same truth (12:14). If death were the end, judgment would be irrelevant. Instead,
“who knows" functions as it does elsewhere in the book (2:19; 6:12; 8:1)—it is a statement of limitation:
no one knows for certain. The ambiguity is not whether there is life after death, but what happens
precisely in the unseen realm, especially to animals. Even today, though Christ has “brought life and
immortality to light through the gospel” (2 Tim. 1:10), believers still debate whether animals share in
eternal life. Romans 8:19-22 suggests creation itself will be redeemed, but we cannot specify how this
works out for my Goldendoodle, Ginger (I expect to see her in eternity!). The Preacher’s point remains:
our “under the sun” reality is that all living beings die, and God's test of delayed justice forces us to
reckon with mortality and embrace humility before Him.
Kidner: “Yet the echo of Psalm 49, which makes the same comparison between man and beasts,
reminds us that there is an answer [to our eternal destiny]. There the man of faith can say, ‘But God
will ransom my soul from the power of Sheol, for he will receive me.’ It is ‘man in his pomp’, man
without understanding, who is ‘like the beasts that perish’; and this is the man with whom Ecclesiastes
is concerned.”
Ps. 49:12-15: "man... is like the beasts that perish. Like sheep they are laid in the grave... But God will
redeem my soul/life from the power of the grave, for he will receive me.”

22 So | saw that there is nothing better than that a man should rejoice in his work, for that is his lot. Who can
bring him to see what will be after him?
—"S0": The forthcoming conclusion results from the prior observation about the fate of every living thing,
namely death.
—"there is nothing better™:

2:24: "There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his
toil. This also, | saw, is from the hand of God."

3:12: "I perceived that there is nothing better for them than to be joyful and to do good as long as
they live."



e 3:22: "So | saw that there is nothing better than that a man should rejoice in his work, for that is his
lot. Who can bring him to see what will be after him?"

e 5:18: “Behold, what | have seen to be good and fitting is to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the
toil with which one toils under the sun the few days of his life that God has given him, for this is his
lot.”

e 8:15: “And | commend joy, for man has nothing better under the sun but to eat and drink and be joyful,
for this will go with him in his toil through the days of his life that God has given him under the sun.”

e 9:7:"Go, eat your bread with joy, and drink your wine with a merry heart, for God has already
approved what you do.”

e 11:7-10: “Light is sweet, and it is pleasant for the eyes to see the sun. So if a person lives many years,
let him rejoice in them all... Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the
days of your youth.”

—There is a progression in these seven “enjoy life” sayings. The Preacher begins with a superlative statement:
“There is nothing better.” Next, he moves from observation to personal exhortation: “I commend joy.” Then he
layers in divine approval: “God has already approved what you do.” Of course, we can't interpret this to mean
that God approves of wild drinking parties and gluttony—the judgment passages provide balance. But he is
saying that God has already approved our reception of life's simple joys and pleasures to make our hard life
more bearable—even happy. The final exhortation to young people feels like a step back after already
highlighting God's approval in the sixth commendation of joy. But it's not a step back; it's an intensification.
Because of the divine approval, Solomon URGENTLY exhorts the young to enjoy life while they can—before
death looms and darkness pervades.

—The seven “enjoy life" sayings are not randomly placed. They appear where despair threatens us most: after
vanity, after injustice, after death, after the futility of wealth. The refrain operates like a safety valve: yes, life is
enigmatic and unjust, but there is still a God-given way to live meaningfully—not by solving the riddle, but by
receiving daily joys as gifts under God's sovereignty.

—"rejoice in his work”: The other “enjoy life" sayings clarify that to “rejoice” in our work does not present a
romantic idealism about job satisfaction; rather it highlights the fruit of our work: income that yields food,
drink, and various pleasures. While it's wonderful if we land a career we enjoy, Solomon takes for granted that
most people will grind in toilsome labor because of the curse (Gen. 3:17-19). Even when we enjoy our career, it
is often a grind for that same reason. Nevertheless, God grants small compensations: simple joys that balance
painful toil with the sweetness of its yield.

—"that is his lot": The fruit of our labor is a lot—an inheritance. This is the reverse of how we naturally think:
“l earned it, so | get to enjoy it." The Preacher responds, “You didn't really earn it—the fruit of your labor is
God's gift." How can that be? Because God provided the job. God provided the energy. God provided the
physical and mental capacity. And ultimately, God provided the income. As Solomon says elsewhere, “Unless
the Lord builds the house, its builders labor in vain” (Ps. 127:1). Just because you can swing a hammer doesn't
mean you'll produce. Many people work hard and have nothing to show for it. Others are unemployed despite
possessing great skills. In light of the present theme of injustice, it also happens that people lose their jobs
and incomes due to injustice. We are all subject to forces beyond our control. While we in some sense “earn”
our paycheck, in an ultimate sense, God gives it freely—under no obligation. Wisdom receives present joys as
God's gift rather than chasing after a future we cannot see or control. The sooner we realize this, the more we
will enjoy each day as a gift.

—"Who will bring him to see what will come after him?": Given Solomon'’s prior discussion about death (3:18-
21), and our finite visibility of where our wealth will go after we die (2:18-19)—his exhortation is: “Enjoy life
while you can. One day, you will die, and your ability to enjoy your income will die with you.”

1 Again | saw all the oppressions that are done under the sun. And behold, the tears of the oppressed, and they
had no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was power, and there was no one to comfort

them.

—"Again | saw all the oppressions”: Solomon has already introduced the theme of injustice (3:16). The word
“Again” reveals that this next section about “oppressions” is not really new; the theme is the same. It's hard to
believe that God “has made everything beautiful in its time (3:11) when our current season is darkened by
injustice—by oppression—the abuse of power.

—"And behold":



e The King shows a keen awareness of “the tears of the oppressed”—that they have “no one to comfort
them". This is hugely important for political leaders (cf. Pr. 31:1-9). God expects powerful people not
only to avoid abusing their power but also to use their power in service of the powerless.

e "behold” draws our attention to “oppressions”—not singular, but plural. The world is everywhere unjust.
The Preacher aims to ensure that—while we enjoy each day as a gift—we do not overlook the
marginalized.

—"no one to comfort them":

e The Preacher repeats the phrase twice. In the second instance, he reveals why marginalized people
have no comforters: they have no power. The very cause of injustice amplifies its lingering pain. It's not
just the original infraction but the response of others that intensifies the pain of the afflicted. No one
comforts—they side with the powerful.

e Injustice is never just the initial act—it metastasizes through neglect and complicity. No one risks
siding with them, because to side with the powerless is to risk sharing their fate.

e The oppressed weep, but what multiplies their sorrow is that others join the side of the powerful
instead of offering comfort. Injustice wounds; indifference pours acid on wounds—often disguised as
“neutrality”. But we can't be neutral in the face of injustice. Love chooses a side.

2 And | thought the dead who are already dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive. 3 But better
than both is he who has not yet been and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun.
—It's hard to imagine these words being part of God's Holy Writ. How can the Preacher claim that the dead
and unborn have it better than the living?!
—We must interpret this statement in light of what the Preacher says in 9:4-6: “But he who is joined with all
the living has hope, for a living dog is better than a dead lion. For the living know that they will die, but the
dead know nothing, and they have no more reward, for the memory of them is forgotten. Their love and their
hate and their envy have already perished, and forever they have no more share in all that is done under the
sun.”
—In light of 9:4-6, the Preacher is not *actually* saying it's better to be dead or unborn than to have never
lived. Instead, he is expressing his raw emotions about injustice. Any honest person—who has lived long
enough—has entertained similar thoughts before. Characteristically, the Preacher unmasks the brutality of
reality.
—At the same time, we must interpret 4:2-3 as something more than just “honest feelings in a moment of
weakness.” The “better than" statement of v. 3 goes beyond raw feelings into sober evaluation. At least in
some way, death and non-birth could be called “better"—but HOW? In the plain sense. Living people suffer.
Solomon refuses to let us sugar-coat injustice. He wants us to gasp. In the narrowest frame, “non-birth” and
death would indeed be less painful. But through the broader lens, God makes even the pain of living
meaningful by giving us hope in His “time" of reckoning (3:17) and a thousand daily pleasures that soften life's
bitter edge (3:22).
—In light of 9:4-6, even the most unimpressive life is better than death, because to live is to have hope. The
Preacher’s “better than" here is therefore not absolute but rhetorical—a way of unmasking the horror of
injustice and sharpening our hunger for God's justice beyond the sun.
—Kidner: “If Qoheleth’s (the Preacher’s) gloom strikes us as excessive at this point, we may need to ask
whether our more cheerful outlook springs from hope and not complacency. While we, as Christians, see
further ahead than he allowed himself to look, it is no reason to spare ourselves the realities of the present.”



