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UNIT 8 

Qohelet Reflects on Worship, Sacrifice, Corruption, and Wealth 

WORSHIP, SACRIFICE, AND OBEDIENCE 

5 Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. Better to approach 

in obedience than to offer the sacrifice as fools do, for they ignorantly do 
wrong. 

2 Do not be hasty to speak, and do not be impulsive to make a 
speech before God. God is in heaven and you are on earth, so let 
your words be few. 

3 Just as dreams accompany much labor, so also a fool’s voice 
comes with many words.  

4 When you make a vow to God, don’t delay fulfilling it, because he does not 
delight in fools. Fulfill what you vow.  

5 Better that you do not vow than that you vow and not fulfill it. 6 Do 
not let your mouth bring guilt on you, and do not say in the presence of 
the messenger that it was a mistake. Why should God be angry with 
your words and destroy the work of your hands?  

7a For many dreams bring futility; so do many words.  
7b Therefore, fear God. 

VERSES 1-7 
Verse 1: This passage involves a change in tone from reflection about the reality of life 

“under the sun” or “under heaven” to instruction on worship. 
 “Guarding” or “watching” steps are a 

Hebrew metaphor for conduct. Be careful how 
you act when you approach God (go to the house 
of God). In our time, this admonition still ap-
plies. But do you believe that it applies outside of 
the church building itself? If so, how?  

 The mention of “sacrifice” indicates 
Qohelet is talking about conduct in the Temple, but it makes a good metaphor for Christian 
conduct. 

Therefore, brothers and sisters, in 

view of the mercies of God, I urge you 

to present your bodies as a living sac-

rifice, holy and pleasing to God; this is 

your true worship. Rom 12.1 (CSB) 

When the text says the fool acts “ignorantly wrong,” commentators agree that it’s difficult 
to understand the meaning of the Hebrew 
text. However, if we consider the context 
of this verse and our understanding of the 
entirety of Scripture, this is the best trans-
lation: “Guard your steps as you go to the 
house of God and draw near to listen rather 
than to offer the sacrifice of fools; they do 
not understand they are doing evil.” In oth-
er words, the fool understands what 

they’re doing is not what God wants, but they don’t understand that it is the same thing as evil. 
     The word “fool” is used throughout the OT and the Gospels of someone who knows 

how God works in the world but chooses to ignore that reality. What things might people do 
today that are the sacrifice of fools? 

There are principles that guide in interpret-
ing the Bible. One of those principles is 
called the Analogy of Faith. This means 
that the clearer passages of Scripture 
should be used to interpret obscure or 
more difficult passages. There are some 
passages of Scripture that are difficult for 
even the best scholars to understand. 
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Verse 2: If we remember our 
human limitations and that God 
is omniscient (all-knowing), om-
nipotent (all-powerful), and om-
nipresent (always exists every-
where), we are more likely to 
approach God with reverence 
and be cautious in our speech. 
The glorious truth implicit in 
this verse is that God listens! 
What kind of God-talk (prayer) 
is Qohelet warning us to avoid? 

Omniscience, omnipotence, 
and omnipresence are theologi-
cal concepts that can be difficult 
to understand. But Chris Tomlin 
makes it easy for us to grasp in 
his song, “How Great is Our 
God.” (https://youtu.be/
DpIcqoKOz2M)  

Verse 3: Commentators 
agree that this verse is also diffi-
cult to interpret. But if we keep 
Qohelet’s theme in mind, the 
best understanding is that when 
a person labors each day oblivi-
ous to God, the anxiety of life 
without God causes troubled 
dreams. This is no better than 

the fool who believes he can influence God with many words. Both endeavors ignore the reality 
of God’s sovereignty with adverse results. 

Verses 4-6: The OT provided for vows to be made to God for various reasons. Qohelet 
warns people to be cautious in their vows because they need to be sure they can fulfill them.  

Jesus seems to say believers shouldn’t make vows at all (Mat 5.33) but applying the analogy 
of faith (see the text box on p. 43), there are places where Scripture records vows made by be-
lievers without any criticism. Paul twice invokes God’s name to assure the truth of his claims 
(Gal 1.20; 2Cor 1.23). Jesus replies to the High Priest's question at his trial “under oath” (Mat 
26.63-64).  

Jesus’ prohibition of vows in Mat 5.33 is directed at the conduct of some Jewish 
leaders who made vows using complex logic that would allow them to avoid the 
vow. Jesus's point is that believers should be so trustworthy in keeping their 
promises that oaths are unnecessary. (Beale, 24-25, article by Craig L. 
Blomberg). 

Perhaps the most arrogant thing a Christian can do is believe that he or she 
can control or manipulate God. This is certainly the act of a fool. 

https://youtu.be/DpIcqoKOz2M
https://youtu.be/DpIcqoKOz2M
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 Note on v. 5: Longman says: “Apparently, during Qohelet’s time, there were people 
whose duty it was to check up on those who had not fulfilled their public vows, a kind of reli-
gious bill collector. We do not, however, have any other biblical reference to this office, and it is 
unclear whether these people were priests” (Longman, 154). 

Verse 7a: Longman states that the syntax of this verse makes it impossible to translate with 
certainty (Longman 155). If we endeavor to understand the verse in its context, it seems to be a 
restatement of v. 3. Qohelet is saying anxiety that leads to difficult dreams is no more helpful 
than praying with many words that you believe you can use to manipulate God. 

Verse 7b: There are difficult verses, but the last clause is clear: fear (reverence) God. What 
does that mean in practical terms for believers today? 

CORRUPTION IN GOVERNMENT 
 

8 If you see oppression of the poor and perversion of justice and righteous-
ness in the province, don’t be astonished at the situation, because one official 
protects another official, and higher officials protect them. 9 The profit from the 
land is taken by all; the king is served by the field. 

Verse 8: This verse is plain on its face. We shouldn’t be surprised when we see corruption 
in government. 

Verse 9: Longman asserts that the syntax and meaning of words in this verse make it incapa-
ble of discerning the meaning (Longman, 158). Some commentators interpret it in a positive way 
and others in a negative way. Since we can’t determine meaning based on syntax and the mean-
ing of words, we’ll look to context. Verse 8 is about government corruption, so this verse means 
that the King takes his “profit” or taxes from the land. Since he is the ultimate sovereign, no 
one can question the amount he takes, and a dishonest king can arbitrarily take more than is fair. 

Denzel Washington Says, ‘Don’t Play with God’ 
 
Maureen Dowd Sharp, in an interview with Denzel Washington, noted that the actor has been 
getting more explicit about his Christian convictions. In 2019 Washington called himself “a 
vessel of God.” Privately over coffee with the interviewer Washington added: 

The enemy is the inner me. The Bible says in the last days — I don’t know 
if it’s the last days, it’s not my place to know — but it says we’ll be lovers of our-
selves. The No. 1 photograph today is a selfie, “Oh, me at the protest.” “Me with 
the fire.” “Follow me.” “Listen to me.” 

We’re living in a time where people are willing to do anything to get fol-
lowed. What is the long or short-term effect of too much information? It’s going 
fast and it can be manipulated obviously in a myriad of ways. And people are 
led like sheep to slaughter. 

Don’t play with God. Don’t play with God. You hear what I said? Don’t play 
with God. You heard what I said? Don’t play with God. 

Then the interviewer mentions that Washington urged her to download and use a daily Bible 
reading app. Washington said. “You have to fill up that bucket every morning. It’s rough out 
there. You leave the house in the morning. Here they come, chipping away. By the end of the 
day, you’ve got to refill that bucket.” 
 

Maureen Dowd, Sharp, “Focused and Always Ready to Inspire,” The New York Times (12-5-21) 
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VERSES 10-12 
Qohelet, in these verses, gives reasons for not making the pursuit of wealth your life goal. 
Verse 10: If wealth is your goal, it’s a goal you can never reach because there is never too 

much. Making wealth your goal is like chasing the wind, hebel. There is a basic concept of eco-
nomics known as “present value.” The principle underlying “present value” is that more is 
better than less, and now is better than later. Human nature is that we always want more and we 
always want it faster. 

Little Church Wants to Look Big 
© 1984 Rob Portlock. Used with Permission.  

Christianity Today International 

Verse 11: Qohelet gives us another 
reason why pursuing wealth is hebel. As 
your wealth increases, more people 
come to you with their hand out. People 
seem to come out of the woodwork to 
leach on to you when you've got money. 
You can boast about being “big,” but 
there’s no profit in that. All you can do 
is “gaze at (the wealth you used to have) 
with your eyes.” 

Verse 12: A person who puts in an 
honest day’s work for a fair wage can 
sleep well at night. But a wealthy person 
is always concerned about preserving 
their wealth.  

Bill Gates said that one of his great 
concerns was how to keep his enormous 
wealth from ruining his children. 

THE TRUTH ABOUT WEALTH 
 

10 The one who loves silver is never satisfied with silver, and whoever loves 
wealth is never satisfied with income. This too is futile. 11 When good things in-
crease, the ones who consume them multiply; what, then, is the profit to the 
owner, except to gaze at them with his eyes? 12 The sleep of the worker is 
sweet, whether he eats little or much, but the abundance of the rich permits 
him no sleep.  

13 There is a sickening tragedy I have seen under the sun: wealth kept by its 
owner to his harm. 14 That wealth was lost in a bad venture, so when he fa-
thered a son, he was empty-handed. 15 As he came from his mother’s womb, so 
he will go again, naked as he came; he will take nothing for his efforts that he 
can carry in his hands. 16 This too is a sickening tragedy: exactly as he comes, so 
he will go. What does the one gain who struggles for the wind? 17 What is more, 
he eats in darkness all his days, with much frustration, sickness, and anger.  

18 Here is what I have seen to be good: It is appropriate to eat, drink, and 
experience good in all the labor one does under the sun during the few days of 
his life God has given him, because that is his reward. 19 Furthermore, everyone 
to whom God has given riches and wealth, he has also allowed him to enjoy 
them, take his reward, and rejoice in his labor. This is a gift of God, 20 for he does 
not often consider the days of his life because God keeps him occupied with the 
joy of his heart. 
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When you look at vv. 11-12, do you understand them as proverbs or principles? What’s the 
difference? 

VERSES 13-17 
Verse 13: How do you believe wealth can harm a person? 
Verse 14: One way wealth can be lost is in a bad venture or investment. As I write this, for 

the last month, The Wall Street Journal has had numerous stories about how many people made 
a great deal of wealth in bitcoin and then lost it virtually overnight. Similarly, many people in-
vested heavily in the stock market only to see their investment evaporate over a month when 
there was a dramatic fall in stock prices. How do you think those people are reacting to these 
things? How would you react? 

Verses 15-17: Did you hear about the two people at a funeral, and one asks, “How much did 
he leave when he died?” And the other replies, “All of it.” You can’t take it with you. The 

question Qohelet poses at the end 
of v. 16 (“what does the one gain 
who struggles for the wind?”) only 
has a negative answer if the person 
makes accumulating wealth the 
purpose of their life. But you can 
enjoy wealth gained as you pursue 
your real purpose in life. 

What is your real purpose in life? 
Verses 18-20: If you want to enjoy life, spend it doing what God calls you to do. Realize that 

everything you have is a gift of God, and you can enjoy them all. 

When we study Scripture, we must always ask what’s the 
genre of the book? A genre is a category of artistic compo-
sition marked by a distinctive style, form, or content. We 
ask of each Bible passage, what type of literature is it? We 
won’t interpret History the same as Proverbs. Nor will we 
interpret the Gospels the same as Poetry. Other genres of 
Scripture include law, prophets, apocalyptic, parables, and 
letters. 

© 2017 Dennis Fletcher 
Used with Permission. Christianity Today International 
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DO YOU FEEL HIS PLEASURE? 
The 1981 movie Chariots of Fire is the story of two British athletes competing in the track 

events at the 1924 Olympic games in Paris. The film is based on a true event. One athlete is a 
Christian, the child of Scottish missionaries, who plans to return to China after his studies to 
become a missionary. He will eventually die in China at the hands of the Japanese in WWII. 

The other athlete is a Jew, Harold Abrams, a gifted runner. He explains to his love interest, 
Sybil Gordon, why he feels he must excel at running to be an “Englishman.” Sybil is a singer 
and actress. The scene of the two of them dining together for the first time is a very important 
one. Harold talks about himself, his heritage, and why he feels he must run to fit in with English 
society:  

Sybil: “Do you love running?”  

Harold: “I’m more of an addict. It’s a compulsion. A weapon.”  

Sybil: “Against what?”  

Harold: “Being Jewish, I suppose.”  

Sybil: “You’re not serious?!”  

Harold: “You’re not Jewish, or you wouldn’t ask.”  

Sybil: “Fiddlesticks! People don’t care. Anyway, being Jewish 

hasn’t done you any harm.”  

Harold: “I’m what I call semi-deprived.”  

Sybil: “That sounds clever. What does it mean?” 

Harold: “It means they lead me to water, but they won’t let me 

drink.”  

Eric Liddell, on the other hand, explains to his sister Jenny that he is delaying his career as a 
missionary to China so he can run in the 1924 Olympics. He tells her, “I believe that God made 
me for a purpose—China—but he also made me fast. And when I run, I feel his pleasure. To give 
it up would be to hold Him in contempt.” 

When do you feel God’s pleasure? 




