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UNIT 7 

Qohelet Reflects on Solitude, Friendship, and Hope 

 
GOING IT ALONE 

4 1Again, I observed all the acts of oppression being done under the 

sun. Look at the tears of those who are oppressed; they have no one to com-
fort them. Power is with those who oppress them; they have no one to com-
fort them. 2 So I commended the dead, who have already died, more than the 
living, who are still alive. 3 But better than either of them is the one who has 
not yet existed, who has not seen the evil activity that is done under the sun. 
Whatever is, has already been, and whatever will be, already is. However, God 
seeks justice for the persecuted. 4 I saw that all labor and all skillful work is due 
to one person’s jealousy of another. This too is futile and a pursuit of the wind. 

5 The fool folds his arms  
and consumes his own flesh.  
6 Better one handful with rest  
than two handfuls with effort and a pursuit of the wind. 

  
VERSES 1-6 

Brace yourself. Qohelet demands once again that we force ourselves to see life as it is 
“under the sun”—not as we would like it to be. Sometimes we need a reality check. Do you 
recognize the Materialism worldview in this passage? Believing this life is all there is inevitably 
leads you to ultimate despair. Feel these lyrics from the song “Bohemian Rhapsody” by 
Queen. (https://youtu.be/fJ9rUzIMcZQ) 

Is this the real life? 

Is this just fantasy? 

Caught in a landslide 

No escape from reality 

Open your eyes 

Look up to the skies and see 

I’m just a poor boy 

I need no sympathy 

Because I’m easy come, easy go 

Little high, little low 

Any way the wind blows doesn’t really matter to me, to me 

… 

I don’t wanna die 

I sometimes wish I’d never been born at all 

…. 

 
Can we look at life the way it really is and not despair? 
Notice the words “I observed” in verse 1 and “I saw” in v. 4. These observations are all 

made “under the sun,” a worldview that doesn’t acknowledge the possibility of anything be-
yond this world. 

https://youtu.be/fJ9rUzIMcZQ
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What do you feel when you read these words of Qohelet and the lyrics of Bohemian Rhapso-
dy? I think of the scene in the movie The Fifth Element when Leeloo is watching the history of 
the world, and she cries over the evil and suffering she sees. I think of Jesus when he moans, 
“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and 
stones those who are sent to her. How often I 
wanted to gather your children together, as a hen 
gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were 
not willing!” (Mat 23.37, NAS). Qohelet says, 
“Look at the tears of those who are oppressed; they have no one to comfort them” (v. 1). 

 We must not be overcome by the oppression, evil, and sadness we see in the world. But nei-
ther can we allow ourselves to become numb to it. How can you look at suffering and not be ei-
ther overcome by the sadness or become numb to it? 

Verse 2: Qohelet is saying it’s better to be dead than alive because at least the dead no long-
er have to look at the suffering in the world. 

Verse 3: Qohelet pursues his thought in v. 2 to its logical conclusion. If the dead are better 
off, then it must be better never to have lived than to have lived and died.  

In Garth Brooks’ song, The 
Dance (words and music by 
Tony Arata), he reflects on a 
lost love and wonders if it 

would have been better if he could have known how the love affair would end. If he had known 
how it would end, then he could have avoided becoming entangled in the love affair. But then, 
on further reflection, he says he’s glad he didn’t know because 

“I could have missed the pain, 
But I’d have had to miss the dance.” 
(https://youtu.be/N7x7FAKOi1k)  

I like that idea. We’re better off seeing life as a dance and living in the moment—even if the 
dance eventually involves some pain. If we aren’t willing to do that, we miss some of life's most 
wonderful experiences. 

Verse 4: Qohelet says that “all labor and skillful work is due to one person’s jealousy of an-
other.” The Hebrew word translated “jealousy” expresses the strong emotion one feels when 
the object of the jealousy possesses something desired by the subject. This root occurs eighty-
seven times in the OT. (TWOT, 2038). The Hebrew word is sometimes translated as “rivalry” 
or “envy.” 

This is fundamentally a statement that that in Qohelet’s view life is a zero-sum game. A ze-
ro-sum game is a mathematical model in which someone’s gain only comes as the result of an-
other person’s loss. I only win if you lose. 

A zero-sum game gets its name from the fact that the winner’s gain equals the loser’s loss, 
resulting in a net effect on the total equal to zero. If I win $100 and you lose $100, the net gain is 
zero (100-100=0). Many popular games are zero-sum games, such as poker, checkers, chess, 
and monopoly.  

A common example of seeing life as a zero-sum game is when there is only one job opening 
for promotion in my company and someone besides me is eligible. I can’t get the promotion 
without my co-worker losing the promotion. 

If life is a zero-sum game, then Qohelet is correct: “This too is futile (hebel) and a pursuit of 
the wind.”  

But life isn’t a zero-sum game. Consider this “game.” A husband and wife want to go out 
for the evening. They have decided either to go to a ballet or to a boxing match. Both prefer to 
go together rather than going alone. While the husband prefers to go to the boxing match, he  

How can you look at suffering and not be either 

overcome by the sadness or become numb to it? 

Jesus Wept 
John 11.25 

https://youtu.be/N7x7FAKOi1k
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would prefer to go with his wife to the ballet. Similarly, the wife prefers to go to the boxing 
match with her husband rather than to the ballet alone. How can this game be resolved in a win-
win? 

Verses 5-6: Qohelet quotes two prov-
erbs and contrasts them. He arrives at a 
conclusion much like that of The Dance. 
In v. 4, the fool chooses not to work but 
then has nothing; he figuratively canni-
balizes himself. Qohelet says work may 
be motivated by jealousy and is nothing more than the pursuit of the wind, but at least it’s bet-
ter than not working. 

Qohelet says in v. 6 something like, “I could have missed the pain, but I’d have had to miss 
the dance.” He says we ought to work (toil) rather than be fools. But moderation in all things! 
Do a little toil but then enjoy the rest it provides. If all you do is work, you’re just chasing the 
wind. 

I’m a huge fan of the novel Lonesome Dove by Larry McMurtry. This novel, set in the late 
1870s, revolves around the lives of two retired Texas Rangers living in a small Texas town 
called Lonesome Dove. They were heroes of the wars with the Comanches and the outlaws, but 
no one remembers them anymore. One of their friends inspires them with stories of the bounty 
to be found in Montana, and they decide to drive their cattle herd there.  

The novel explores themes of adventure, friendship, shared hardships, old age, legacy, un-
requited love, and death. I think it’s the great American novel. I frequently explain it to friends  

I could have missed the pain, 
But I’d have had to miss the dance 

PEANUTS © 1964 Peanuts Worldwide LLC Dist. By ANDREWS MCMEEL SYNDICATION. 
Reprinted with permission All rights reserved 
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DOING LIFE WITH OTHERS 

7 Again, I saw futility under the sun: 8 There is a person without a companion, 
without even a son or brother, and though there is no end to all his struggles, 
his eyes are still not content with riches. “Who am I struggling for,” he asks, 
“and depriving myself of good things?” This too is futile and a miserable task.  

9 Two are better than one because they have a good reward for their efforts. 
10 For if either falls, his companion can lift him up; but pity the one who falls 
without another to lift him up. 11 Also, if two lie down together, they can keep 
warm; but how can one person alone keep warm? 12 And if someone overpow-
ers one person, two can resist him. A cord of three strands is not easily broken.  

VERSES 7-12:  
Qohelet now turns to reflect on a way to make life a little better. But like Lonesome Dove, it’s 

as good as life gets without God. That’s the significance of his comment that all he saw under 
the sun was hebel—meaninglessness, chasing after the wind. 

Verses 9-12: You could read these verses as referring to a spouse. They certainly apply to a 
spouse. But in context they refer to a companion other than a spouse. 

Verse 10: “Falls” can be both literal and figurative, either like falling while on a journey or 
experiencing any other calamity. 

Verse 11: While this can refer to a husband and wife, in context, it’s about two men who 
need to huddle together for warmth. The 
point is whether man or woman, two fac-
ing hardships together are better than one. 

Verse 12:  This verse confirms that 
the passage is talking about men, but it 
can apply to women as well. And if two 
are better than one, three persons are 
even better. 

Trivia: The musical group Three Dog Night 

claimed that their name reflected the practice 

among Australian aborigines who, on a cold 

night, would sleep with a dog. On a colder 

night, they slept with two dogs. But if it was 

really cold, it was a three dog night. 

THE HAZARDS OF WIELDING GOVERNMENT POWER 

13 Better is a poor but wise youth than an old but foolish king who no longer 
pays attention to warnings. 14 For he came from prison to be king, even though 
he was born poor in his kingdom. 15 I saw all the living, who move about under 
the sun, follow a second youth who succeeds him. 16 There is no limit to all the 
people who were before them, yet those who come later will not rejoice in 
him. This too is futile and a pursuit of the wind. 

VERSES 13-16 
This is a difficult portion of Scripture to understand. Bartholomew states, “The Hebrew in 

this section has its challenges; indeed, Irwin [another theologian] describes it as ‘Hebrew usage 
at its worst’!” (Bartholomew, 191). 

The big picture, though, is apparent. Another problem with negotiating life on your own is 
that you have no one to give you advice. And even if you have people who will give you advice, 
nothing is gained if you don’t listen to it. 

Do you believe this is advice based on Solomon’s own experience? 

as depicting life as good as it gets without God. This is what Qohelet is doing in vv. 4-6. He’s 
musing on life as good as it gets without God. 



 42 

FIND SOMEONE TO SING WITH 
Admiral William H. McRaven delivered a commencement speech at the University of Tex-

as, his alma mater, that went viral. He subsequently developed it into a book, Make Your Bed. 
He gives advice to young people for success in life and organizes it around ten principles. The 
first principle is “If you want to change the world, start off each day by making your bed.” 

McRaven is a four-star admiral who is a Navy SEAL and served as commander of the Unit-
ed States Special Operations Command. SEAL training is so rigorous physically and mentally 
that typically only 20% of the initial candidates accepted for training successfully graduate. The 
training runs about a year. 

McRaven gives this account of an experience he had during “Hell Week.” 
The ninth week of training is referred to as Hell Week. It is six days of no 

sleep, constant physical and mental harassment, and one special day at the 
mudflats. The mudflats are an area between San Diego and Tijuana where the 
water runs off and creates the Tijuana slues, a swampy patch of terrain where 
the mud will engulf you.  

It is on Wednesday of Hell Week that you paddle down to the mudflats and 
spend the next fifteen hours trying to survive the freezing cold mud, the howl-
ing wind, and the incessant pressure from the instructors to quit.  

As the sun began to set that Wednesday evening, my training class, having 
committed some “egregious infraction of the rules,” was ordered into the mud. 
The mud consumed each man till there was nothing visible but our heads. The 
instructors told us we could leave the mud if only five men would quit; just five 
men and we could get out of the oppressive cold.  

As I looked around the mudflats, it was apparent that some students were 
about to give up. It was still over eight hours till the sun came up, eight more 
hours of bone-chilling cold. The chattering teeth and shivering moans of the 
trainees were so loud it was hard to hear anything. And then, one voice began to 
echo through the night, one voice raised in song. The song was terribly out of 
tune, but sung with great enthusiasm. One voice became two and two became 
three and before long everyone in the class was singing.  

We knew that if one man could rise above the misery, then others could as 
well. The instructors threatened us with more time in the mud if we kept up the 
singing, but the singing persisted. And somehow the mud seemed a little warm-
er, the wind a little tamer, and the dawn not so far away. 

If I have learned anything in my time traveling the world, it is the power of 
hope. The power of one person, a Washington, Lincoln, King, Mandela, and 
even a young girl from Pakistan, Malala. One person can change the world by 
giving people hope. If you want to change the world, start singing when 
you’re up to your neck in mud. (McRaven, 121-123) 

If I have learned anything in my time traveling 

the world, it is the power of hope. 
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