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ECCLESIASTES 4:4-16

4 Then | saw that all toil and all skill in work come from a man's envy of his neighbor. This also is vanity and a striving
after wind. 5 The fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh. 6 Better is a handful of quietness than two hands full of
toil and a striving after wind. 7 Again, | saw vanity under the sun: 8 one person who has no other, either son or
brother, yet there is no end to all his toil, and his eyes are never satisfied with riches, so that he never asks, "For
whom am | toiling and depriving myself of pleasure?" This also is vanity and an unhappy business. 9 Two are better
than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. 10 For if they fall, one will lift up his fellow. But woe to him
who is alone when he falls and has not another to lift him up! 11 Again, if two lie together, they keep warm, but how
can one keep warm alone? 12 And though a man might prevail against one who is alone, two will withstand him—a
threefold cord is not quickly broken. 13 Better was a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king who no longer
knew how to take advice. 14 For he went from prison to the throne, though in his own kingdom he had been born poor.
15 | saw all the living who move about under the sun, along with that youth who was to stand in the king's place. 16
There was no end of all the people, all of whom he led. Yet those who come later will not rejoice in him. Surely this
also is vanity and a striving after wind.

STRUCTURE
I Three kinds of "workers” (4-6):
a. The workaholic: a two-handed grasp for MORE wealth, glory—and wind (4)
b. The drop-out: a folding of hands for MORE rest—and self-destruction (5)
c. The wise: one hand full of quiet contentment—neither grasping nor giving up (6).

1. The correlation between work and relationships (7-12)
a. The workaholic asks the wrong question: “For what"—rather than “For whom"—am | toiling? (7-8).
b. The wise way to work: for other people (9-12).
i. Work gives us something to share (9).
ii. Work places us in positions to support each other when we fall (10).
iii. Work fosters warmth, intimacy, and community (11).
iv. Work empowers us to face opposition (12).

1. Case study: The vanity of “getting ahead” in life (13-16)
a. The superiority of a poor but wise youth to an old but foolish king (13)
b. Contrasted “rags to riches” stories (14-16):
i. The old king once rose from poverty but now refuses counsel (14).
ii. The poor youth rises through wisdom to take his place (15).
iii. The youth's popularity swells—but soon fades (16).
c. Sum: Wisdom helps you “get ahead,” but it won't keep you ahead.

GENERAL COMMENTARY:

Having concluded his section about God's work through times and seasons (3:1-4:3), the Preacher turns his focus
toward our work (4:4-16). He lightly touched on the subject in one of his seven “enjoy life” sayings in the prior section
(3:22), but his counsel deserves elaboration. If we lack God's perspective on work, we'll never enjoy the fruit of our
labor.

Characteristically, the Preacher begins his focus on negative examples, employing the image of “hands.” First, you
have the workaholic. Driven by envy of his neighbor's wealth and status, he grasps for and claws, only to yield “two
hands full of toil and striving after the wind" (4:6). Second, you have the drop-out—or as Proverbs refers to him, the
sluggard. Rather than grasping, he gives up. He “folds his hands” to rest when he should have labored. The solution to
workaholism is not laziness; Solomon often hails the virtue of hard work (2:24; 3:12-13, 22; 5:18-20; 9:9-10). Third, you
have the wise. If the workaholic grasps with two hands and the drop-out folds his empty hands, the wise person holds
firmly in one hand what the others lack: contentment (4:6).



Contentment in our labor requires us to avoid extremes of both workaholism and sloth. Furthermore, it necessitates a
divine perspective of work. Rather than asking, “For what do | labor,” the wise person asks, “For whom?" In other
words, work is inherently relational. While the workaholic isolates himself in the office, and the sluggard secludes
himself on the couch, the wise person works FOR OTHERS. As the Apostle Paul exhorts us in the New Testament, “Let
the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have
something to share with anyone in need” (Eph. 4:28). Wise people are content because they don't just work to live—
they work to give. They don't isolate themselves in pursuit of illusory wealth, prestige, or even indolence. Rather they
work hard so they have something to share—both partnership in their labor and the fruit of their labor with people
they love.

In verses 9-12, the Preacher presents a positive vision of work and relationships, set in contrast to the negative
distortions already exposed. Work gives us something to share (4:9); it places us in a position of mutual support with
co-workers (10); it fosters warmth, intimacy, and community (11); it strengthens us to face opposition (12). When we
work with each other, and for each other, we enjoy the contentment of 4:6, and God sustains us with joy.

The final section of chapter 4 appears random, not fitting neatly with the prior section about work (4:4-12) or that
which follows about entrance into the house of God (5:1ff). But upon closer inspection, there is a connection with the
"envy"” that drives so much of our energy (4:4). These final three verses present a case study about the vanity of
“getting ahead” in life. The illustration of two rags-to-riches stories show that even though wisdom helps us get
ahead—it won't help us stay ahead. Envy drives us to pursue wealth and popularity, but both vanish in time. The
Preacher's case study warns us to stop striving after tomorrow’s fading trophies and instead treasure today's enduring
relationships as God's gifts—the ultimate reward of our work.

VERSE-BY-VERSE COMMENTARY:

4 Then | saw that all toil and all skill in work come from a man's envy of his neighbor. This also is vanity and a
striving after wind. 5 The fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh. 6 Better is a handful of quietness than two
hands full of toil and a striving after wind.
—"all toil... all skill in work... from man's envy":
e This is such a sweeping statement! Is he using hyperbole, or is this literally true? Is there not some

sliver of occasional achievement that springs from pure motives?

e | believe he is speaking in hyperbole. First, this style is emblematic of Wisdom Literature—speaking in
extremes to make a point (cf. Pr. 22:6: 26:4-5). Second, Solomon does this throughout the book.
Recently, he said that death and non-birth are better than life (4:2-3), only to argue later that life is
inherently superior (9:4-6).

e Nevertheless, we must be careful not to dismiss this hyperbolic expression lest we minimize its
rhetorical purpose: to smack us in the face. Pure motives are far less common than we realize. Even
our best intentions are almost always alloyed with envious desires for money and recognition.

e Gibson references “the poem of Victor Hugo in which Envy and Greed are each granted the
opportunity to receive whatever they wish, on the condition that the other receives a double portion.
Envy says, ‘Il wish to be blind in one eye.”

e In other words, envy sets you in a competition whereby you not only seek to win but also to make the
other lose. Ironically, the envious person loses even if he wins. In Hugo's poem—an eye. In God's
eyes—contentment (4:6).

e Gibson: “Live the life you have now instead of longing for the life you think you will have but which you
actually cannot control at all.”

—"This also is vanity... striving after wind": Our normal pursuits spring from at least some measure of envy.
This is vanity/striving because we are chasing a trophy that can't satisfy.
—"the fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh":

e In Wisdom Literature, “the fool” is not an intellectual category but a spiritual and moral one.

e “folds his hands": This word-picture imagines the “sluggard” from Proverbs who refuses to work. He
would rather “fold his hands” with ceaseless repose. In modern terms, we would call this man “a couch



potato.” See him lying on a sofa with feet kicked up and hands folded over his enlarged belly. Proverbs
“sluggard” references:
o Pr.6:9-11: “How long will you lie there, O sluggard? When will you get up from your sleep? Just
a little more sleep, a little more slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest—then poverty
will overtake you like a robber, and scarcity will strike you like an armed man.”
o Pr.24:33-34: ‘Just a little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest—then
poverty will come on you like a bandit, and need will assault you like a soldier.”
“and eats his own flesh”: In agreement with Proverbs, the sluggard destroys himself. His laziness fails
to provide food, so he turns his appetite on himself. Laziness eats him alive, and he has only himself to
blame.

—Verse 4 provides the perfect contrast to verse 5.

Verse 4 is about the workaholic; verse 5 is about the couch potato.

The solution to workaholism is not doing nothing. The Preacher upholds the value of work throughout
his sermon (Eccl. 2:24; 3:12-13, 22; 5:18-20; 9:9-10).

The contrast does not yet reveal the solution to workaholism, but it warns us against the other
extreme of laziness. A ditch exists on both sides of the road.

—"Better is a handful of quietness than two hands full of toil... and... striving/wind".

“a handful... two hands full”: The Preacher sketches a word image using hands. A single hand
ostensibly holds LESS than two hands together. But in this case—that single hand holds MORE:
because of the value it holds. More is not always better. A single diamond in one hand is worth more
than two hands of garbage. Likewise, a handful of quietness holds far more value than two restless
hands.
The brilliance of Solomon’'s “hand” imagery extends further still. Remember verse 4, where the
sluggard folds his EMPTY hands. Now, we have three pictures:

o The sluggard's empty hands—folded in idleness, which destroys him.

o The workaholic's double-fisted clenching—of windy ambition.

o The contented one's solitary hand—small in appearance, rich in substance.
Many of Solomon proverbs read similarly:

o Pr.15:16: "Better is a little with the fear of the Lord than great treasure and trouble with it."

o Pr.15:17: “Better is a dinner of herbs where love is than a fattened ox and hatred with it."

o Pr.16:8: "Better is a little with righteousness than great revenues with injustice.”

o Pr.17:1: “Better is a dry morsel with quiet than a house full of feasting with strife.”
"quietness™

o “tranquility” (NIV); “rest” (CSB, NASB, NET)

o Theological Wordbook of the OT: “This noun denotes a state either of motionlessness (Job

36:16) or of inner peace, ie., security, etc. (Eccl. 4:6; 6:5)."

Everyone seeks inner peace. The workaholic thinks he'll achieve it with more striving; the sluggard
thinks he'll find it on the couch; the wise person discovers it through contentment in what he has. This
aligns with the seven “enjoy life” sayings of Ecclesiastes, one of which occurred in the nearby context
(3:22).
This statement about contentment aligns with what the Preacher will soon say about companionship.
If my driving concern is me, myself, and I—my work will be driven by the envious chase of a
neighbor's status or wealth—or as Solomon calls it: wind. But if my central thought is how my work
might serve others—both with them (co-workers) and for them (family, community)—then | will find
"quietness”.
Gibson's commentary on this verse agrees: “The way to arrive in that place of rest is to live for we, not

me.



Gibson: “The Puritan preacher Jeremiah Burroughs suggested that we learn to find contentment by
way of subtraction rather than addition. People normally think that to achieve contentment you have
to attain whatever it is you desire. Our possessions need to be raised up to the level of our desires:
‘But the Christian has another way to contentment. He can bring his desires down to his possessions.’
G. K. Chesterton is reported to have said exactly the same thing: ‘There are two ways to get enough.
One is to accumulate more and more. The other is to desire less.”

7 Again, | saw vanity under the sun: 8 one person who has no other, either son or brother, yet there is no end to
all his toil, and his eyes are never satisfied with riches, so that he never asks, "For whom am | toiling and
depriving myself of pleasure?" This also is vanity and an unhappy business.

—"Again, | saw vanity under the sun": The word “Again” indicates an expansion of his prior thought about the

empty pursuits. He'll return his focus to workaholics.

—"one person has no other™

Verse 8 introduces another problem with workaholism. Not only do they strive in vain for fleeting
wealth and achievement, but they are also lonely. Even workaholics who have families neglect them,
missing out on the joy God gives through them.

Verse 8 sets up what Solomon says next about the benefits of companionship.

The workaholic is alone in the office; the sluggard is alone on the couch.

I'm reminded of Pr. 18:1: “He who isolates himself seeks his own desire."

—"so0 that he never asks": The workaholic's ceaseless and unsatisfying labor should drive him to ask questions.
Vanity speaks. Through it, we hear wisdom’s voice—but we must stop what we're doing and listen.
—"For whom am | toiling and depriving myself of pleasure?”

He doesn't say “For what" but “For whom". If he had asked the former, a workaholic would have laid out
a laundry list of dreams and aspirations. But these are striving after the wind. Even their achievement
will not satisfy. The real question is not “For what" but “For whom"—wealth won't satisfy, but
friendship does.

Numerous studies have proven this. Columnist Marc Shulz summarizes one of them: “In 1938, Harvard
researchers embarked on a decades-long study to find out: What makes us happy in life? The
researchers gathered health records from 724 participants from all over the world and asked detailed
questions about their lives at two-year intervals. Contrary to what you might think, it's not career
achievement, money, exercise, or a healthy diet. The most consistent finding we've learned through 85
years of study is: Positive relationships keep us happier, healthier, and help us live longer. Period.”
Toil involves deprivation of pleasure. While we must beware of the sluggard's refusal to deprive himself
of the comfort of inertia, we must likewise beware of over-deprivation. In a world filled with rampant
injustice (3:16-4:3), we'll never find peace if we can't slow down long enough to ask hard questions—
and enjoy each other.

9 Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. 10 For if they fall, one will lift up his
fellow. But woe to him who is alone when he falls and has not another to lift him up! 11 Again, if two lie together,
they keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone? 12 And though a man might prevail against one who is alone,
two will withstand him—a threefold cord is not quickly broken.

—This section presents the positive vision of work and relationships, set in contrast to the negative

distortions already exposed.

—There is a close correlation between our view of WORK and RELATIONSHIPS.

The sluggard isolates himself on the couch, refusing to work. He cuts himself off from contributing
to family and community life. His laziness breeds loneliness.

The workaholic isolates himself in an office, neglecting relational priorities. His toil may yield wealth,
but it impoverishes his relationships.

! https://www.cnbc.com/2023/02/10/85-year-harvard-study-found-the-secret-to-a-long-happy-and-successful-life.html



https://www.cnbc.com/2023/02/10/85-year-harvard-study-found-the-secret-to-a-long-happy-and-successful-life.html

e The wise see work as relational. Work is not a rival to love—but a servant of it. A proper view of work
drives us toward partnership with fellow workers, not away from them. It also supplies the means of
sharing resources joyfully, strengthening family life and deepening friendships.

—The right view of work:
e The Preacher is teaching us that work is not merely about productivity but about solidarity. It binds us
together:
o It gives us something to share (v. 9).
o It places us in positions to support each other when we fall (v. 10).
o It fosters warmth, intimacy, and community (v. 11).
o It provides strength in the face of opposition (v. 12).

e Thus, the right view of work is relational partnership under God, not isolated self-striving.

—"two are better than one... good reward for their toil”: The focus is on work partnerships—"reward" for our
“toil”. When teams synergize, the sum is greater than its parts.

—"For if they fall, one will lift up his fellow": When co-workers team up, they can fill in the gaps when
problems arise. For instance, if one worker gets sick or suffers a devastating divorce, if he had been the sole
employee in his own business, the whole enterprise would drown. “woe to him"” who has no one to help him!
These are strong words. God envisions us working together on projects so we can support one another and lift
each other up.

—"if two lie together, they can keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone?”

e Here, the Preacher continues his theme of companionship. The principle applies broadly to human
partnership—whether in friendship, family, or marriage.

e Marriage, however, stands as the most vivid expression. Building a family is real work. Moreover, when
God created the first marriage, He commanded Adam and Eve to “subdue the earth,” beginning with
cultivating the garden (Gen. 2:15-18). Adam needed not only romantic intimacy but also ministry
partnership.

e When married couples enjoy relational intimacy, it strengthens their shared mission. When intimacy
falters, mission falters with it.

¢ In the West, we idolize romance, accentuated by Hollywood's obsession with passion detached from
purpose. Romance is God's gift (Eccl. 9:9), but it is not a cul-de-sac for private indulgence. It is a
highway designed to overflow into fruitfulness—in family, church, and community.

—"And though a man might prevail against one who is alone, two will withstand him":

e The Preacher moves from romance to battle. Life is a fight. Workers have enemies.

e Many superior warriors have succumbed to larger armies. Strength is in numbers. Nobody should fight
alone.

—"a threefold cord is not quickly broken": Since strength is in numbers, Solomon adds another: two is good;
three is better.

13 Better was a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king who no longer knew how to take advice. 14 For
he went from prison to the throne, though in his own kingdom he had been born poor. 15 | saw all the living who
move about under the sun, along with that youth who was to stand in the king's place. 16 There was no end of all
the people, all of whom he led. Yet those who come later will not rejoice in him. Surely this also is vanity and a
striving after wind.
—This section seems random, but it is not. It provides a case study for the negative example of vain ambition
like that of the workaholic.
—Sometimes workaholics toil for wealth (4:8); sometimes it is for popularity. Stacked resumes earn
reputations (4:13-16). Either way, the ambitious one is driven by envy (4:4).
—Even though the focus of this parable is upon a “king", and at first glance it appears not to focus on
ambition, we must not divorce it from its context. The “poor and wise" youth stands in contrast to the king
who “had been born poor” but found wealth and popularity. The themes of wealth (and its associated
ambition), wisdom, and vanity remain in the background, but here Solomon adds a new layer: popularity.
—The parable is about two rags-to-riches stories:



e The “old and foolish king” had once been poor but is now forgotten.
e The "poor and wise youth” had once been poor, but through wisdom, would one day “stand in the king's
place” and attain great success—yet still be forgotten.

—Solomon's immediate point is that wisdom is better than foolishness, yet both contain limitations. Both end
in death and forgotten legacies.
—Solomon's contextual point is that we should apply his prior words about the foolishness of viewing work
through eyes of envy—to get ahead—because everything we gain will one day be forgotten. Furthermore, he
argues for the wisdom of seeing work as relational because it enables us to enjoy today, even in the face of
our mortality and faded memory.
—Kidner on the poor but wise youth who becomes king: “Yet he too will go the way of the old king, not
necessarily for his faults, but simply as time and familiarity, and the restlessness of men, make him no longer
interesting. He has reached the pinnacle of human glory, only to be stranded there. It is yet another of our
human anticlimaxes and ultimately empty achievements.”



