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UNIT 6 

Qohelet Reflects on Injustice, Judgment, and Death 

 

VERSE 15b 
The last part of v. 15 is difficult to understand, and the variations we see in different translations 
reflect this difficulty: 
   for God seeks what has passed by (NAS) 
   However, God seeks justice for the persecuted (CSB) 
   because God makes the same things happen over and over again (NLT) 

A literal translation of the Hebrew is, “And God seeks the pursued.” Remember that the 
chapter and verse divisions in our Bibles were added by editors many centuries after the authors 
wrote the Biblical books. Garrett, in his translation, includes v. 15b with the text that follows it, 
which has themes of judgment, justice, and death. He translates 15b as, “And God will call the 
past to account (Garrett, 300).” 

As best we can translate it, the meaning of this verse is, “God seeks [justice for] the perse-
cuted.” This introduces v. 16, and we can see why God seeks justice for the persecuted: “there 
is wickedness in the place of judgment.” 

THE MYSTERY OF INJUSTICE AND DEATH 

3 15 Whatever is, has already been, and whatever will be, already is. How-

ever, God seeks justice for the persecuted.  
 

16 I also observed under the sun:  
there is wickedness at the place of judgment and 
there is wickedness at the place of righteousness.  

© 2012 by Tim Walburg 
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THE HEBREW TEXT 
Ancient Hebrew texts used nothing but capital letters—consonants—no vowels. There 

were no spaces between words and no punctuation. All those things had to be added by later 
editors.  

Figure 1 is a portion of the book of Genesis from an ancient scroll. Hebrew is written and 
read from right to left. No one knows for sure why that is. Some speculate that when Semitic 
languages developed, they were being chiseled in stone, and the usually stronger right hand 
held the hammer. By the time the languages came to be written in clay and on parchment, the 
language was “set in stone,” you might say. 

Figure 1 
Both images © 2000-2007 Martin Schoyen, Oslo and London. All rights reserved. Used with permission. The 

website is fascinating:  www.schoyencollection.com. 
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Figure 2 
Figure 2 is a portion of Ecclesiastes ch 3 from a modern compilation of the Hebrew Scriptures. Scholars refer to it 
as BHS, the initials of the name of the compilation, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. Note that even modern He-
brew script does not use lower case letters, and the vowels are added above and below the line so as not to dis-
turb the sacred text. In addition, the words are separated, and there is some punctuation. End each verse has 
two dots at the end (called sof passuk). These are the Hebrew equivalent of a period. 

PEANUTS © 1990 Peanuts Worldwide LLC. Dist. Bu ANDREWS MCMEEL SYNDICATION. 
Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved 
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VERSE 16 
This verse marks a transition to a depressing and discouraging discussion of injustice and 

death. Qohelet’s use of the phrase “under the sun” tells us that he is explaining how things are, 
not how they should be.  

The parallel structure of verse 16 gives us a clue to discerning the meaning. 
16 I also observed under the sun:  

there is wickedness at the place of judgment and  
there is wickedness at the place of righteousness.  

The parallel structure in the text was one of the ways ancient authors used to illustrate 
meaning in a culture where writing had not yet introduced paragraphing and line indents. This is 
a common Hebrew way of illustrating meaning and is used frequently in wisdom literature. It’s 
called parallelism. 

The place of judgment and the place of righteousness are not necessarily different places. 
The author wants us to hold two different concepts in our minds and reflect fully on them. How 
are they alike? How are they different? Considering these concepts, we can see that these are 
similar aspects of the same place. This is called synonymous parallelism. 

The Hebrew word translated “judgment” in v. 16 is mishpat. This is a Hebrew word you 
should learn. Mishpat, in its various forms, can refer to justice, judgment, laws, rights, sentenc-
es, and legal procedures. What is right? How would God want this handled? The word used 
here refers to any place where the judicial functions of government are carried out. Ancient cul-
tures didn’t divide government functions as we do in the United States. 

The Hebrew word translated “righteousness” in v. 16 is tsedek, another Hebrew word you 
should learn. Tsedek, in its various forms, can refer to righteousness, honesty, justice, and faith-
ful devotion (piety). How does God want me to live my life? 

Wherever government decisions are made, we should find both mishpat and tsedek, justice 
and righteousness. But instead, we often find decisions made by people who do evil and wicked 
things. The situation is not only wrong but also shameful and depraved. 

VERSES 17-18 
Note that vv. 17 and 18 also have a parallel structure: 

17 I said to myself, “God will judge the righteous and the wicked, since there is a time 
for every activity and every work.”  

18 I said to myself, “This happens so that God may test the children of Adam and they 
may see for themselves that they are like animals.”  

Qohelet told us in v. 16 that evil and wickedness may frequently prevail in government, but 
v. 17 warns that a time of judgment is coming. God will judge both the righteous and the wicked. 
People who do evil and wicked things will ultimately be called to account. They may get away 
with it in this life but certainly not in the next. 

The second part of v. 17 echoes 3.1. There is an “appointed time” for delightful and desira-
ble “activities” and for God to complete his work.  

So, we can fairly understand v. 17 to mean that since there is a time for delightful and desira-
ble activities, we can also be sure there will be a time when God judges people who do evil and 
wicked things. 

God gives people who do evil and wicked things opportunities to repent in this lifetime. But 
if they won’t repent in this lifetime, they will face judgment in the next. 

Many years ago, I represented a man whom I will call Jimmy. This was when videocassette 
players were a new technology and very expensive—only the very wealthy had them in their 
homes. (Did you even know there was such a time?) Jimmy owned a motel on West Central 
where you could rent a room for an hour or a night and have pornographic movies routed to  
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VERSES 19-22 
These verses are shocking to a Christian who reads them casually.  

your room from a VCR in the motel office. I liked Jimmy. He had a tender heart. 
I told Jimmy about Jesus. Jimmy 

told me it was too late for him. He had 
done too many bad things. I assured 
him that wasn’t true—that God still 
loved him. But Jimmy wouldn’t de-
cide to repent of his sin. I think this 
was what the old-time revival preachers meant when they said during the invitation (“Just as I 
am”) that if you say “no” to the Holy Spirit too many times, he quits inviting you to “come.” 

Jimmy died a few years later. I still get sad when I think about Jimmy. 
The meaning of verse 18 in Hebrew is obscure, and the variation we find in different trans-

lations demonstrate this. Tremper Longman believes that the Hebrew structure means “that 
humans, not God, are the ones who see that they are like animals.” (Longman, 129). 

The reality is that animals are different from people. When we look at things from God’s 
perspective, we recognize that “in the beginning” (Gen 1.26-2.15), God created people in his 
image—not animals. God gave people stewardship over the animals and the earth. Stewardship 
means we have a responsibility, a calling. We should care about animals and the environment 
not because we’re the same but because we’re created in God’s image. This is the foundation 
of the Christian responsibility for the environment. 

Verses 21-22 explain how reality looks in the Materialist worldview. The answer to the 
question of v. 21 (“who knows?”) and the question of v. 22 (“who can enable people to see?”) 
is God by means of the special revelation of Scripture. I know “because the Bible tells me so.” 

“Exhibit 1” in the case for humans being like animals is vv. 19-20. But we need to remem-
ber that these are observations “under the sun.” Qohelet is saying, “Let’s get real. This is how 
it is in this life.” If you believe this life is all there is (the Materialism worldview), then people 
are no different from animals. We all live, and then we all die. This is the heartbreaking view of 
most people involved in the PETA movement. If animals are no different from us, then we 
ought to care for them and grant them the same rights as a person. 

I think this was what the old-time revival 
preachers meant when they said during the invi-
tation (“Just as I am”) that if you say “no” to the 
Holy Spirit too many times, he quits inviting you 

to “come.” 

19 For the fate of the children of Adam and the fate of animals is the 
same. As one dies, so dies the other; they all have the same breath. 
People have no advantage over animals since everything is futile. 20 All 
are going to the same place; all come from dust, and all return to dust. 
21 Who knows if the spirits of the children of Adam go upward and the 
spirits of animals go downward to the earth? 22 I have seen that there is 
nothing better than for a person to enjoy his activities because that is 
his reward. For who can enable him to see what will happen after he 
dies? 

REVELATION 
How can we know truth that we can’t observe?  
Our English word “revelation” is a transliteration of the Greek word “apokalupsis,” which 

means “an unveiling.” Did you think the Biblical book of Revelation was about hiding mean-
ings? On the contrary, it’s a book that reveals hidden things. 
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THE PARABLE OF THE UNJUST JUDGE 
Qohelet tells us what justice is like “under the sun.” Jesus tells us what justice is like from 

God’s perspective. 
Jesus told his disciples a parable about an unjust judge that Luke records in 18.1-8: 

Luke 18:1 He then told them a parable on the need for them to pray always 
and not become discouraged:  

2 “There was a judge in one town who didn’t fear God or respect man. 3 
And a widow in that town kept coming to him, saying, ‘Give me justice against 
my adversary.’  

4 “For a while he was unwilling, but later he said to himself, ‘Even though I 
don’t fear God or respect man, 5 yet because this widow keeps pestering me, I 
will give her justice [so she doesn’t wear me out by her persistent coming].’”  

6 Then the Lord said, “Listen to what the unjust judge says. 7 Will not God 
grant justice to His elect who cry out to Him day and night? Will He delay help-
ing them? 8 I tell you that He will swiftly grant them justice. Nevertheless, when 
the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”  

Christian theology recognizes two types of revelation: general and specific. General revela-
tion is the knowledge of God that is available to all human beings by looking at the created uni-
verse (nature) and the inner nature of each human (conscience). General revelation lets every-
one know and understand that there must be a Creator. This is truth we can observe. 

On the other hand, special revelation is the disclosure of the Creator God in the holy scrip-
tures, that is, in the Bible. People can only understand God’s plan of creation and redemption 
from Scripture, that is, special revelation. (Garrett, Systematic Theology, 1:49-53) 
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Jesus was a master teacher and told parables to make his teaching vivid to his listeners. Most 
people, when they read this parable, think that the judge represents God. They believe that the 
lesson is if we keep pestering God with the same request over and over, he will eventually give in 
and grant us justice. But do we think Jesus would represent God as a judge who he specifically 
tells us is unjust? Nor does anything in Scripture suggests that it is repetition or gross annoyance 
that ultimately gets our prayers answered by God.  

The key to understanding the meaning of Jesus’ parables is to understand that someone in 
the parables is acting out of character. They were acting in a way that his listeners would say, 
“that doesn’t make sense,” or “that’s 
not right.” And when they saw who acted 
out of character, the meaning would be 
opened to them. The meaning often 
shocked them because it ran contrary to accepted cultural norms. But the meaning of the para-
ble is found in that twist. 

Most of Jesus’ parables have a person doing something out of character, and we find the 
meaning of the parable in that twist. Who do you think is acting out of character in this parable? 

In the culture of Jesus’ day, widows were the most vulnerable people. Women without liv-
ing male family members or possessions had few avenues for survival other than slavery or pros-
titution.  

The judge, who Jesus tells us didn’t fear God or respect men, was probably one of Herod’s 
magistrates appointed to see to the observance of minor regulations and the prevention of 
crime. These magistrates were paid out of the temple treasury. Their official title was “Judges 
of Punishments,” but Jewish wit often made a wordplay on their Hebrew title, rendering it 
“Robber Judges.” They probably achieved this notoriety because of their unjust fines and bribe-
taking. The Talmud speaks critically about these “village judges” and accuses them of igno-
rance, arbitrariness, and covetousness. They said that for a dish of meat, these judges would 
pervert justice. 

So, looking at the parable, who’s acting out of character? Someone is probably oppressing 
the widow by breaking a regulation that is causing her much grief. She appeals to the judge for 
protection. The Judge says the widow “wears me out” by constantly pestering him. The Greek 
word translated “wears me out” literally means to “beat black and blue.” As a metaphor, the 
word means she is berating him so constantly that it’s emotionally painful. 

But the judge, in this case, isn’t acting out of character in denying justice. Such conduct 
seems to have been the norm among this type of judge, which would be well known to Jesus’ 
disciples. The widow repeatedly went to the judge to secure justice, even making a nuisance of 
herself. We may fairly assume this to be in character since she’s powerless. 

The unusual cultural feature in this parable is that the judge ultimately grants justice to the 
widow. There would be no reason in real life for the widow to get justice when these judges ex-
ercised such arbitrary power—even over men. What could she do to him? We’ve all dealt with 
powerful people who have perfected the art of “stonewalling” because they know there’s noth-
ing you can do about it. 

The judge, rather than representing God, represents all the evil and unfairness that Jesus’ 
followers will face in this world. There’s no unfairness greater than those in the justice system 
or government who deliberately determine to do injustice because they know their victim is 
powerless. It is abhorrent. I faced it in the practice of criminal law almost daily. The widow rep-
resents all of Jesus’ followers who are powerless and vulnerable. 

The hardest part of this parable is actually the part that Jesus clearly explains! Jesus intro-
duces this parable in verse 1 by telling his disciples to “always pray and not give up.”   

We need to ask, “What’s wrong 

with this picture?” 
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Thus, we know this is a parable about prayer and not giving up. The woman goes to the 
judge, and when he denies her requests, she doesn’t give up—she keeps coming back. I think 
that’s why many people see the unjust judge as God. But Christian prayer is not about pestering 
God until he answers. After telling this parable, Jesus asks his disciples in verse 8, “will not God 
bring about justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night?”  

Jesus then assures the disciples that they will get justice “quickly.” The Greek word trans-
lated “quickly” has two possible meanings: (1) The thing is going to happen soon; or (2) There 
will be a delay in the thing happening, but once it begins, it will happen in a short time.  

We all know from experience that God isn’t always going to fix injustice quickly, that is 
soon. But Jesus says that God will “certainly” grant justice. And Jesus asks in v. 8, “When the 
Son of Man comes, will He find that faith on earth?” In other words, if we don’t see God grant-
ing us immediate justice, will we trust that God will grant us justice at the appropriate time, 
whether in this life or the next? 

Jesus is saying, “Don’t give up.” “Have faith.” You may experience injustice and oppres-
sion for a while but hang in there. Gibson says, “Knowing that God is outside of time and sees it 
all and will, in the end, bring to judgment both the righteous and the wicked, stops me needing 
to be in control of everything that happens to me (Gibson, 60). 

PEANUTS © 1998 Peanuts Worldwide LLC. Dist. Bu ANDREWS MCMEEL SYNDICATION. 
Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved 

Jesus asks, “When the Son of Man comes, will He find 
that faith on earth?”  

In other words, if we don’t see God granting us imme-
diate justice, will we trust that God will grant us justice 
at the appropriate time, whether in this life or the next? 
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