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UNIT 9 

Qohelet Reflects on Life’s Purpose 

PROSPERITY IS NOT ALWAYS A SIGN OF GOD’S BLESSINGS 

6 Here is a tragedy I have observed under the sun, and it weighs heavily 

on humanity: 2 God gives a person riches, wealth, and honor so that he lacks 
nothing of all he desires for himself, but God does not allow him to enjoy them. 
Instead, a stranger will enjoy them. This is futile and a sickening tragedy. 3 A 
man may father a hundred children and live many years. No matter how long 
he lives, if he is not satisfied by good things and does not even have a proper 
burial, I say that a stillborn child is better off than he. 4 For he comes in futility 
and he goes in darkness, and his name is shrouded in darkness. 5 Though a still-
born child does not see the sun and is not conscious, it has more rest than he. 
6 And if a person lives a thousand years twice, but does not experience happi-
ness, do not both go to the same place?  

7 All of a person’s labor is for his stomach 
yet the appetite is never satisfied.  

8 What advantage then does the wise person have over the fool? What ad-
vantage is there for the poor person who knows how to conduct himself before 
others? 9 Better what the eyes see than wandering desire. This too is futile and 
a pursuit of the wind. 

10 Whatever exists was given its name long ago, and it is known what man-
kind is. But he is not able to contend with the one stronger than he. 11 For when 
there are many words, they increase futility. What is the advantage for man-
kind? 12 For who knows what is good for anyone in life, in the few days of his 
futile life that he spends like a shadow? Who can tell anyone what will happen 
after him under the sun? 

VERSES 1-2 
Note that Qohelet has turned from reflecting on enjoying God’s gift of wealth to a tragedy 

involving wealth. But both are from the hand of God. Compare these passages: 

5 18 Here is what I have seen to be good: 
It is appropriate to eat, drink, and experi-
ence 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. 

6 1 Here is a tragedy I have observed under 
the sun, and it weighs heavily on humanity: 
2 God gives a person riches, wealth, and hon-
or so that he lacks nothing of all he desires 
for himself, but God does not allow him to 
enjoy them. Instead, a stranger will enjoy 
them. This is futile and a sickening tragedy. 

What changes in these two passages? Or do they just contradict each other? 
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Chapter 5 represents the material things God gives us as we pursue Him. Chapter 6 repre-
sents the material things we acquire as we pursue material things “under the sun.” These are 
things we acquire when we make wealth our purpose rather than finding God and his purpose 
for our life. 

God intends that we enjoy the things he gives to us. But the joy only comes when our focus 
is on delighting God. If the focus turns to accumulating things, the joy evaporates. 

© 2009 Ron Stanfield 
Used with permission Christianity Today International 

[Verse 1] 
My child arrived just the other day 
He came to the world in the usual way 
But there were planes to catch and bills to pay 
He learned to walk while I was away 
And he was talkin’ ‘fore I knew it, and as he grew 
He’d say, “I’m gonna be like you, Dad 
You know I’m gonna be like you” 
 
[Chorus] 
And the cat’s in the cradle and the silver spoon 
Little boy blue and the man on the moon 
“When you comin’ home, Dad?” 
“I don’t know when, but we’ll get together then 
You know we’ll have a good time then” 
 
[Verse 2] 
My son turned ten just the other day 
He said, “Thanks for the ball, Dad, come on let’s play 
Can you teach me to throw?” I said, “Not today 
I got a lot to do.” He said, “That’s okay’ 
And he walked away but his smile never dimmed 

VERSE 3 
The tragedy is not because the man 

has no children to receive his wealth 
when he dies. He may have a hundred 
children and make them all wealthy 
when he dies. But if his life is empty, he 
would have been better off if he had nev-
er been born. This man doesn’t even get 
a proper burial. The implication is that 
his relationships with his children were-
n’t good enough for them to care about 
his burial. He spent all his time and 
effort on work.  

Harry Chapin’s 1974 song “Cats in 
the Cradle,” tells the story of this man’s 
sad life in modern terms.  
(https://open.spotify.com/
track/2obblQ6tcePeOEVJV6nEGD)  

https://open.spotify.com/track/2obblQ6tcePeOEVJV6nEGD
https://open.spotify.com/track/2obblQ6tcePeOEVJV6nEGD
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It said, “I’m gonna be like him, yeah 
You know I’m gonna be like him” 
 
[Verse 3] 
Well, he came from college just the other day 
So much like a man I just had to say 
“Son, I’m proud of you, can you sit for a while?” 
He shook his head and he said with a smile 
“What I’d really like, Dad, is to borrow the car keys 
See you later, can I have them please?” 
 
[Verse 4] 
I’ve long since retired, my son’s moved away 
I called him up just the other day 
I said, “I’d like to see you if you don’t mind” 
He said, “I’d love to, Dad, if I could find the time” 
“You see, my new job’s a hassle and the kid’s got the flu” 
“But it’s sure nice talkin’ to you, Dad 
It’s been sure nice talkin’ to you” 
 
And as I hung up the phone, it occurred to me 
He’d grown up just like me 
My boy was just like me 
 
Words and Music by Harry Chapin and Sandra Chapin  
© 1974 Story Songs Ltd. 
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VERSES 4-6 
The Hebrew word translated “futility” in v. 4 is the theme word of Ecclesiastes: hebel. Your 

fame, accomplishments, and wealth won’t be surrounding your bed as you die. Will you have 
built loving relationships with people who will surround you, so you don’t die alone? If not, a 
stillborn child is more blessed than you. A stillborn child is an awful tragedy, but it will never 
feel abandoned. 

Joon Yun, M.D., is a Stanford radiologist turned hedge fund manager. He notes that accord-
ing to U.S. social security data, the probability of a 25-year-old dying before their 26th birthday 
is 0.1%. “If we could keep that risk constant throughout life instead of it rising due to age-related 
disease, the average person would – statistically speaking – live 1,000 years.”  

This idea motivated Yun to launch a million-dollar prize (https://paloaltoprize.com/), chal-
lenging scientists to “hack the code of life” and push the human lifespan past its apparent maxi-
mum of about 120 years. The longest confirmed lifespan was 122 years. (https://
www.theguardian.com/science/2015/jan/11/-sp-live-forever-extend-life-calico-google-
longevity). See also (https://abc7news.com/1-million-dollar-prize-silicon-valley-research-
science/300666/). 

Qohelet tells us that a person could live 2,000 years, but if he doesn’t experience hap-
piness, he gains nothing. The Hebrew word doesn’t refer to “American-type happiness” 
but to the satisfaction, welfare, and happiness that devotion to God and moral excellence 
bring. 
VERSE 7 

Qohelet urges us to see that if all our toil is directed at satisfying our wants, then we never 
get enough to satisfy our wants. We always want more, so we can never be happy if our goal is 
just to have more. God put a craving in every human heart that can never be satisfied with mate-
rial things. 
VERSES 8-9 

The popular belief in Qohelet’s day was that if a person accumulated wealth, they must be a 
wise person. Thus, wealth was one of the things that identified a wise person. However, Qohelet 
has shown us that some are wealthy but not wise. Better is the poor person who lives as he 
ought, who is satisfied with God’s gifts, than a wealthy person who is not genuinely wise. Verse 
9 points out that it’s better to be satisfied with what you have than be continually driven to get 
more. 
VERSES 10-12 

The Hebrew is difficult in v. 10, but the meaning is clear. God is sovereign. We can’t change 
anything. Therefore, arguing with God is pointless. Verse 11 means that nothing you can say will 
change anything and trying to change God with more words is just chasing the wind.  

Qohelet says in v. 12 that since humans are limited, they should not presume to speak 
against God. The statement in v. 12, “For who knows what is good for anyone in life, in the few 
days of his futile life that he spends like a shadow?” could seem discouraging. But it’s the truth. 
We are in no position to second-guess God on what happens in our life. Think of Joseph. Our 
life may be tragic, but it’s brief compared to eternity.  

In Rom 9.20-21, Paul writes, “But who are you, a mere man, to talk back to God? Will what 
is formed say to the one who formed it, ‘Why did you make me like this?’ Or has the potter no 
right over the clay, to make from the same lump one piece of pottery for honor and another for 
dishonor?” Time (or eternity) will reveal how God was at work in our lives. 

https://paloaltoprize.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2015/jan/11/-sp-live-forever-extend-life-calico-google-longevity
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2015/jan/11/-sp-live-forever-extend-life-calico-google-longevity
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2015/jan/11/-sp-live-forever-extend-life-calico-google-longevity
https://abc7news.com/1-million-dollar-prize-silicon-valley-research-science/300666/
https://abc7news.com/1-million-dollar-prize-silicon-valley-research-science/300666/
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SOME THINGS ARE BETTER THAN WEALTH 

  7 1 A good name is better than fine perfume,  

and the day of one’s death is better than the day of one’s birth.  
2 It is better to go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of 

feasting,  
since that is the end of all mankind, and the living should take it to 

heart.  
3 Grief is better than laughter,  

for when a face is sad, a heart may be glad.  
4 The heart of the wise is in a house of mourning,  

but the heart of fools is in a house of pleasure.  
5 It is better to listen to rebuke from a wise person  

than to listen to the song of fools,  
6 for like the crackling of burning thorns under the pot,  

so is the laughter of the fool.  
This too is futile.  

7 Surely, the practice of extortion turns a wise person into a fool,  
and a bribe corrupts the mind.  

8 The end of a matter is better than its beginning;  
a patient spirit is better than a proud spirit.  

9 Don’t let your spirit rush to be angry,  
for anger abides in the heart of fools.  

10 Don’t say, “Why were the former days better than these?”  
since it is not wise of you to ask this.  

11 Wisdom is as good as an inheritance  
and an advantage to those who see the sun,  

12 because wisdom is protection as silver is protection;  
but the advantage of knowledge  
is that wisdom preserves the life of its owner.  

13 Consider the work of God,  
for who can straighten out  
what he has made crooked?  

14 In the day of prosperity be joyful, but in the day of adversity, consider: 
God has made the one as well as the other, so that no one can discover any-
thing that will come after him. 

PEANUTS © 1976 Peanuts Worldwide LLC. Distr. By ANDREWS MCMEEL SYNDICATION. 
Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved. 
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VERSES 1-14 
Qohelet now presents some proverbs that 

illustrate the truth that some things are better 
than wealth. 

Verse 1 alludes to the practice of anointing a 
dead body with fine perfume before burial. The 
idea is that if you lived a righteous life and died 
with a good name, it doesn’t matter if you’re so 
poor you can’t afford to have your body anointed 
at burial. If you’ve lived like that, the day of your 
death is better than the day of your birth because 
you’ve lived a good life and now go to your re-
ward. And you leave behind people who have 
been blessed by your life! 

Verse 2: As a pastor, I’ve always liked offici-
ating at funerals more than weddings. I find peo-
ple more in touch with reality at funerals than at 
weddings. I always endeavor at a funeral to en-
courage the living to consider their own mortali-
ty. Perhaps they will make needed adjustments in 
their life. 

Verse 3: Laughter is a good and important 
part of life, but the things that bring sadness may 
bring more life improvement than joviality 
brings. We learn more from our failures than our 
successes. The Army used to have a zero-
tolerance policy for mistakes, especially in its 
officer corps. But now, West Point intentionally 
pushes all cadets in their leadership training to 
the point of failure.1 

Verse 4: The wise accept circumstances that 
lead to mourning as an important part of life. 
What is there to learn from this situation that will 
make life better? How can we use this experience 
to comfort others? The hedonist whose sole pur-
pose in life is to find happiness in pleasures will 
inevitably end in unhappiness and misery. 

_______________ 

1Ed Ruggero, Duty First (Kindle ed: HarperCollins, 185-190).  

I read this text from 1 Corinthi-
ans 15 at every funeral at which I  
officiate: 

 

12 But tell me this—since we 
preach that Christ rose from the 
dead, why are some of you saying 
there will be no resurrection of 
the dead? 13 For if there is no res-
urrection of the dead, then Christ 
has not been raised either. 14 And 
if Christ has not been raised, then 
all our preaching is useless, and 
your faith is useless. 15 And we 
apostles would all be lying about 
God—for we have said that God 
raised Christ from the grave. But 
that can’t be true if there is no 
resurrection of the dead. 16 And if 
there is no resurrection of the 
dead, then Christ has not been 
raised. 17 And if Christ has not 
been raised, then your faith is 
useless and you are still guilty of 
your sins. 18 In that case, all who 
have died believing in Christ are 
lost! 19 And if our hope in Christ is 
only for this life, we are more to 
be pitied than anyone in the 
world. 

Verse 5: The Hebrew translated “song” is often used in Scripture of “songs of praise.” 
That’s probably why some translations say the rebuke of a wise person is better than the 
“praise” of fools. Fools tell you what you want to hear. A wise person (and a good friend) tell 
you what you need to hear.  

Verse 6 continues the thought of v. 5 by noting that when thorn branches burn in a fire, 
they make a lot of crackling noise and quickly burn up. Similarly, the laughter of a fool is hebel, 
empty and meaningless. 
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Verse 7: The Hebrew word translated as “extortion” can also mean “oppression,” and 
that’s the intended meaning here. When we sin, our view of reality becomes distorted, and we 
become fools. “Bribes” corrupt for the same reason. The root of all sin is the “love of mon-
ey” (1Tim 6.10; Mat 6.24). 

Verse 8: The end of a matter is better than its beginning because it allows things to unfold as 
God intends in God’s time. That’s why patience is a virtue. Abraham, though a man of faith, 
made a huge mistake when he decided to help God by impregnating Sarah’s servant, Hagar 
when it seemed as though Sarah was barren. Millennia of grief for the descendants of the prom-
ised son, Isaac, have resulted from that sin (Gen 16.8-14). 

Verse 9 parallels Jesus’ caution that anger leads to murder (Mat 5.21-22). There is righteous 
anger, but humans are virtually incapable of exercising it. Human anger almost always leads to 
sin. 

Verse 10: When we think of the “good old days,” we tend to remember only the good 
things and not the bad things of those days. Rather than living in the past, we should focus on 
the present. What does God set before me today?  

Verses 11-12 teach that wisdom is as good as wealth and is an advantage to the living (those 
who see the sun). Wisdom protects better than wealth because understanding how God works in 
the world and conforming our life to it gives us peace and joy in this life. 

Verses 13 and 14 admonish us always to remember that God is in control and intends good 
(tôb) for us that may arrive by a convoluted route. This makes me think of the song by the band 
Selah, “Bless the Broken Road.” (https://youtu.be/sGv7jkvsdi0) for the music video; for the 
audio track (https://open.spotify.com/artist/5dZiRoY9Vpp6qrxqXNRwPE) The song has been 
recorded by several artists, including Rascal Flats, but I like Selah’s lyrics best. 

 
I set out on a narrow way many years ago  
Hopin’ I would find true love along the broken road  
But I got lost a time or two  
Wiped my brow and kept pushin’ through  
I couldn’t see how every sign pointed straight to you 
 
And every long lost dream led me to where you are  
Others who broke my heart  
They were just northern stars  
Pointing me on my way into your loving arms  
This much I know is true  
That God blessed the broken road  
That led me straight to you  
 
I think about the years I spent, just passin’ through  
I'd like to have the time I lost and give it back to you  
But you just smile and take my hand  
You’ve been there, you understand  
It's all part of His grander plan that is comin’ true 

 
Every long lost dream led me to where you are  
Others who broke my heart  
They were just northern stars  
Pointing me on my way into your loving arms  
This much I know is true  
That God blessed the broken road  
That led me straight to you 

https://youtu.be/sGv7jkvsdi0
https://open.spotify.com/artist/5dZiRoY9Vpp6qrxqXNRwPE
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And now I’m just a rollin' home into your loving arms 
 
This much I know is true  
That God blessed the broken road  
That led me straight to you 
 
That God blessed the broken road  
That led me straight to you  
 

Words and music by Marcus Hummon, Bobby Boyd, and Jeff Hanna 
©1994 by Universal Music 
 

There is also an inspiring 2018 movie; God Bless the Broken Road.2 

_______________ 

2The movie depicts a war widow impoverished by her husband’s battlefield death. The plot 
makes a good movie but the reality is that there are many military benefits for widows and chil-
dren, including  a death gratuity, basic housing allowance, health insurance through TriCare, 
and a monthly benefit. The death gratuity is a tax-free payment of $100,000.  

I love this sculpture of a frail, elderly woman passing through the veil of death and entering as a 
young woman into the arms of Jesus. http://jerryandersonstudioandgallery.com/product/
bronze-come-unto-me/ 

http://jerryandersonstudioandgallery.com/product/bronze-come-unto-me/
http://jerryandersonstudioandgallery.com/product/bronze-come-unto-me/
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