“Give Me Justice!” (Ecclesiastes 3:16-4:3)

On June 17, 1966, two men strode into the Lafayatikéin Paterson, NJ and shot three people tdtdea
Rubin ‘Hurricane’ Carter, a celebrated boxer, améequaintance, were falsely charged and wrongly
convicted of the murders in a highly publicized aadially charged trial. The fiercely outspoken &ox
maintained his claim of innocence and became hisjailhouse lawyer. After serving nineteen years,
Carter was released. Nevertheless, Carter loshtst productive years of his life, between the ages
twenty-nine and fifty. He was deprived of his cardés wife, and seeing his children grow’up.

This real-life account makes me angry. | hate tiges | hate knowing that innocent men and womeh wi
go to prison. | hate knowing that 85% of convictedrderers will be released. | hate knowing that
children are being forced into prostitution andsetg. | hate abortion. | hate knowing that womes ar
being physically and verbally abused. | hate racidmate age discrimination. | hate death. Yegitally,
our world is full of those things that you and tédalherefore, we need to talk about the unpopolgcs

of death, injustice, hopelessness, and judgmemtusecthey stare us in the face every day of oesliv

In Eccl 3:16-4:3, Solomon cries out for justice, yet his cry seeonfall on deaf ears. Therefore, he
concludedife is harsh and then you diBlow you may be thinking, “Oh, great, another emaging
sermon from Pastor Bah Humbug! Maybe | should stagling before | collapse in depression and
pessimism.” | freely acknowledge that no pastdmigwright mind would choose to preach this textt, Ye
in this passage | actually find meaning and maiiveto live life. In these ten verses, Solomon shawo
important observations (cf. 1:3) with us that wadllp us to cope with injustice and oppression.

1. Injustice should move us to humility(3:16-22).In these seven verse&dplomon tells us that life’s
injustices should break us and then shape us swéhare humble before God and otheirs.3:16 he
writes, “Furthermore, | have seen under the sun that in theplace of justice there is wickedness and
in the place of righteousness there is wickednesd.he word “furthermore” connects this passage with
3:1-15, where Solomon stated that God'’s timingviergthing. “Furthermore” also marks a change in
emphasis, for now Solomon is going to air a fevemnces. Solomon’s observations are rather
discouraging. He declares that life “under the garilled with “wickedness.” The “place of justite
refers to the law courfsHowever, there Solomon sees injustice and opmesghere the rights of the
poor ought to be protected. Instead, the innocentleclared guilty and the guilty innocent. Thiguis
application of Murphy’s Law: Although we may longrfiustice and righteousness, we inevitably end up
with wickedness instead.

This hard truth is important for us to come to gnigith. Sometimes bad guys win and good guys suffer
Johnny Christian doesn’t always score the touchdamehPaul Pagan doesn’t always fumble the ball.
That's a fact. Do you have a problem with that? Waowu rather have a “perfect” universe? Wouldn't i
be great if, after a driver ran you off the road, ¢dar would break down five minutes later? Owiffeone
cheated you in business, he would go bankrupteéiemonth? Or if someone got angry and yelled at
you, her teeth would fall out that night? Wouldtiiat be wonderful? It certainly would be from asfigy
perspective, but unfortunately you'd have to lingthiat same “perfect” universe. So if you gossigledut
someone, your tongue would turn green. Every timelysted after another person, more of your hair
would fall out. Every time you spent money on sdrite you didn’t need to, the food in your
refrigerator would rot overnight. Would you wantlitee in a world like that? None of us want thadki

of instant justice from God. Yet, God’s patiencéhagiin is an incredible blessing. If God was not so
patient all of us would come under His immediatégiment We would be wiped out in the blink of an
eye. Fortunately, God grants us His mercy and grettis should lead us to want to be more mercifl a
gracious with others, to have compassion for tivdse are in the grips of sin and under the influenice
the curse. If these reminders don’t work, then nehyiourself thalife is harsh and then you die



While wickedness seems to have run the score ujglteousness 105-0, ultimately, God gets His due
because He is in control of the affairs of mer3:lti7 Solomon writes] said to myself, ‘God will judge
both the righteous man and the wicked man,’ for aitne for every matter and for every deed is

there” (The word “there” is shorthand for God’s eternalgment®) Solomon informs us that God will
judge. Sometimes He judges people in this life; etimres He does not. But payday is coming someday!
Wrong will not go unpunished, and right will not gorewarded, forever. In the end, Jesus Christ will
judge all people. Psalm 37:12-13 tells us, “Thekett plot against the righteous and gnash theih taiet
them; but the Lord laughs at the wicked, for Hewsoheir day is coming” (NI1V). God gets the last
laugh. While we may not see it in time, justicel i@ carried out in eternity.

Unfortunately, that is not always very satisfyiltge hate it when someone “gets away with it.” Solamo
tells us that in truth, nobody gets away with @uPHarvey illustrated this point when he told atbau

man named Gary Tindle who was charged with robB#fhile standing in the California courtroom of
Judge Armando Rodriguez, Tindle asked permissigotto the bathroom. He was escorted upstairs to
the bathroom and the door was guarded while hangide. But Tindle, determined to escape, climbed
up the plumbing, opened a panel on the ceiling,séaded slithering through the crawl space, haadin
south. He had traveled some thirty feet when tllenggpanels broke under him, and he dropped to the
floor—right back in Judge Rodriguez’s courtroom! &¥itthe guilty seem to have escaped judgment, it's
only for a short moment and a short crawl. They fivil themselves before the Judge once agaimia.ti
Sooner or later, the wheels of God righteousneBsiglit every wrong, balance every scale, andexirr
every injustice in the world.

Turning his eyes back toward earth, Solomon impaggnciple: Injustice reminds us that we are iedort
In 3:18-20 he writes)] said to myself concerning the sons of men, ‘Gobas surely tested them in
order for them to see that they are but beasts.” Fahe fate of the sons of men and the fate of beast
is the same. As one dies so dies the other; indetitty all have the same breath and there is no
advantage for man over beast, for all is vanity. Algo to the same place. All came from the dust and
all return to the dust.” As you can imagine, these verses have been useghport the evolutionary
theory. While some of us may think, look, and d& monkeys, that is not the point of these verses.
Solomon is not making a blanket comparison betWeenans and animals. He is merely saying that we
both die? A better translation of the word “tested” is “matlear.” The point is that God allows human
injustice to exist in the world in order to makeligar to us that we are just like animals in these that
we are going to did.ife is harsh and then you die

When | was growing up, | had a soft spot for anankly whole family has always loved animals. Intfac
the year | was born, my dad was voted the besteamatture photographer in the wolfdConsequently,

| could never get myself to hunt and kill any anlinhow, don'’t get me wrong or call me late for dannl
am glad to eat the meat of hunters, | just donitwa be the one to pull the trigger. Believe ihot,

while | was growing up | also had a soft spot fwdcts. | found it hard to kill bugs with my baends
and feet, so | just sucked them up with our vaceleaner. | recognize that | am walking contradictib
am particularly fond of football, boxing, and mixewrital arts, yet | don’t want to kill any insec®o
figure! But | will tell you this: Today, wheneverakcidentally squish an insect, | can't help buikhhat
my life is every bit as fragild.ife is harsh and then you die

In 3:21 Solomon postulate8)/ho knows that the breath of man ascends upward aththe breath of

the beast descends downward to the earth®Bolomon here considers this question empiricallth w
only his senses and his three-pound brain to duiile And with the brute facts before him and us, we
can't prove a thing. At best, it is a guess. Ifave only to consider what we can see, taste, tdesr,

and smell, your guess is as good as mine. Frorm&uols perspective, maybe all dogs do go to heaven
and all people go to be meat on a shishkabob. Vibw&? Everyone has their own guess when left to
their own finite brains?



The point of 3:21 is this: Most of us behave asitiowe had endless time and close our eyes tathe f
of death. God wants us to face that fact (3:18rEn our Christian service of God there may be the
underlying idea that there is still plenty of titoenorrow, and what we fail to do here can be madimu
our service in paradise. So Solomon challengesthw® live as though they are immortal and are neve
to be accountable to God (3:16-17).

So “who knows that the breath of man ascends upamadhe breath of the beast descends downward to
the earth?Who can know the truth about the resurrection? artsver is “No one can!” No one can
“under heaven” or “under the sun.” So who knows DIINOWS...So the question then becomes: do
you know the one who knows? Today, the God of heawel earth offers you a relationship with Himself
through His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. If you @esiich a relationship, trust in Christ as youri®@av

from sin.

Just to summarize: You may be successful, powesies|thy, talented, and personable, and when all is
said and done, you're going to die just like Bootsie dog or Gilbert the hamster—whatever pet your
kids talked you into that you currently regret. @kso who cares what you do, because in the emd’she
no difference between you and the animal. You b@hRemembetife is harsh and then you die

Fortunately, in the closing verse of chapter 3p8wn encourages us to enjoy life in spite of theldi®
injustice. He observeY, have seen that nothing is better than that man lsould be happy in his
activities, for that is his lot. For who will bring him to see what will occur after him[his deathp”
(3:22)1 love this verse. I've checked the Hebrew wordping’ in several lexicons. I've considered its
Aramaic cognate and I've discovered that “happigrélly means “happy.” God wants us to be happy in
the midst of this miserable life. The word “lot” grortion” conveys the sense of the limitationdifs.

The portion is like an inherited plot of land tlwte has to work. Toll is inevitable, it is partthé

heritage of your portion, but from that very samigyou may find enjoymerit. Your lot in life may be a
small family, a small-fry job, and a small-time gleborhood, yet when you are gone there is no pottio
enjoy. So you need to enjoy your life NOW, desjifténjustices and trials.

In 2004, The Nationrmagazine profiled an Alabama woman who works agraing assistant at a nursing
home for $700 a month. She works the night shifiptying bedpans, tending the bedridden, mopping
floors, and doing other tasks beyond her job dpsori because the place is understaffed. She can’t
afford a car, so she pays someone else to drivéhimeren miles to work. If that person doesn't\whap,
she walks. Better to walk than to call in sick gmdbably lose her job, she says. She lives alotie var
three children in a shack. There is no phone. dhetts in the floor. The heater is broken. Bué $kes
her work. She likes to make the residents sHiile.

This story convicts me. It breaks me and humblesaniist! It motivates me to ensure that | enjoy my
life. After all, | have nothing to complain about.

» What is your unjust disadvantage? Don’t answer wilist of petty irritations, but think in terms
of major handicaps in your life that you feel hdvegen inflicted upon you unfairly.

* When do you plan to replace passive self-pity &ittive courage? If you have not already begun
to turn from a destructive, woe-is-me attitudea toonstructive, enjoy-life now posture, then start
today. The Lord will give you the power to make teange, but you must avail yourself of it
through prayer and action.

» Have you ever considered the impact your distieathessage could have on the world around
you? The Lord can use your disadvantage—be it palysmotional, mental, financial, or
anything else—to positively impact the lives ofath The only thing that stands in the way is
your attitude. Will you change it today?



[Solomon has informed us that injustice should masvéo humility. Now, in 4:1-3, he gives us another
one of his favorite buckets of cold water...oppreasgio

2. Oppression should move us to actiof#:1-3). Men and women are oppressed in every area of life:
business, marriage, family, relationships, and dwwWherever there is power, there is the poteatidl
likelihood that it will be abused. In 4:1-3 Solomolnserves,Then | looked again at all the acts of
oppressionwhich were being done under the sun. And beholddaw the tears of the oppresseand

that they had no one to comfort them; and on the di of their oppressorswvas power, but they had

no one to comfort them. So | congratulated the deagtho are already dead more than the living

who are still living. But better off than both of them is the one who has never existed, who has never
seen the evil activity that is done under the sun.These three verses are depressing. Nevertheless, w
must recognize that Solomon is using hyperbole @.eeliberate exaggeration) to shake us to theafo
our being. He uses forms of the word “oppresseahimes in three verses. He is deeply grieved by
what he observes. This is the reason for his extdamguage. These verses are not a call to swcide
abortion. They are simply the journal of a man egping pain and devastation over all of the opress
in the world.Life is harsh and then you di€hese words reverberate through my mind and soul.

Many of us as Americans have no idea of what ity@eaeans to be oppressed. We can be sure though,
that in other parts of the world many know all teell what Solomon is talking about. Nowhere is
heartbreaking oppression more evident than in diencunist nation of North Korea. An estimated
100,000 Christians are being imprisoned and tattatehe hands of the ruthless Kim Junyf There are
400,000 Christians in North Korea and one out af fare prison camps. This is brutal!

This past Monday, we celebrated Martin Luther KingDay. Lori and | spent some time explaining to
our kids who Dr. King was and why he was murdegdter sharing his life with our children, | wasléd
with frustration over the unrighteousness of madkifo think that Americans have oppressed people
over skin color is one of the most asinine thingave ever heard. It is an atrocity! What is wassihat
many Christians were and are guilty of prejudibi@havior. Into the late 1960s, some Bible colleyes
seminaries would not allow African-Americans taeatl their schools. Today, various African-Americans
are some of the greatest preachers on this planet.

Not only is there persecution and racism, thegdsis poverty. Thé&nchor Bible Dictionarycatalogs six
categories of the poor in the Old Testament anditsahe number of references for each:

» Peasant farmers, mentioned forty-eight times

» Beggars, mentioned sixty-one times

» The “lazy poor,” cited thirteen times, mostly irethook of Proverbs

* Low-income laborers, mentioned twenty-two times

« The politically exploited and oppressed, mentioeigghty times, the most in the Old Testamént.

In our country, 35% of individuals make less tha5,$00. This is also true for 28% of househdfds.
Many people work for a low wage and no benefitsd Amany of these people aren't lazy. They are just
working jobs that do not pay well. They may alsséneecovered from some difficult circumstances
along the way. There are many recovering alcohdiingy addicts, prisoners, abuse victims, etc. Matny
these people are trying to start over; howeves,nbt an easy road.

The above realities can prove to be overwhelming.t®mptation is to say, “Where do we even stdtt?”
seems like we can’t make a dent into these opmegsoblems. Indeed, it certainly does seem that wa
doesn't it? Even so, we are not responsible tovelyawith all the oppression of the world—only God
can do that. We are merely responsible to do tile part.



One of my favorite cartoons shows two turtles mthidst of a conversation. One says, “Sometimes I'd
like to ask God why He allows poverty, famine, @mdstice when He could do something about it.” The
other turtle says, “I'm afraid God might ask me $iaene question'®

Ten years ago, a friend of mine and a former GBset gave me his beret pin, which in Latin reads:
De Oppresso LibefThis phrase means, “To free the oppressed.” Siaagave me this pin, | have kept it
in my office to the left of my computer. | wantlte reminded of the responsibility | bear.

Yes, we live in a world of injustice and oppressiblaybe you have been a victim of some form of
abuse. Perhaps you were raped, molested, or fioedour job. Some of greatest movements have come
from those who were cheated or treated unfairlyndya.ightner founde®ADD in 1980 after her

daughter, Cari, was killed by a repeat drunk dgwirffender. Cindy Lamb whose daughter, Laura,
became the nation’s youngest quadriplegic at theldhaf a drunk driver soon joined Candy in her
crusade to save lives. Consequently, thousandeesf have been savétJohn Walsh and his wife, Revé,
suffered the most horrendous loss that any pacentsl endure: the abduction and murder of their
beautiful six-year-old son, Adam. Since that dag981, the founder dkmericas Most Wantduas
dedicated himself to fighting on behalf of childamd all crime victims. As a result, thousandsiofims
have found justice, and dozens of abducted chiltiezte been safely brought hofle.

You can make a difference in at least one perddasyou can have a testimony, a ministry, an
influence, and an impact. One of our church’s roissitrategies is to “lead the world.” We do that by
loving one lost person at a time toward Christ.IWlu allow the injustices of this world to movewto
action? Will you say, “Enough is enough! | wanttake a difference in one person'’s life?”

In the movieThe Last Emperotthe young child anointed as the last emperorhifi€lives a life of

luxury with 1,000 servants at his command. “Whaigens when you do wrong?” his brother asks.
“When | do wrong, someone else is punished,” thedmperor replies. To demonstrate, he breaks a jar,
and one of the servants is beaten. In Christiad@gus reversed that ancient pattern: when thargsrv
erred, the King was punishéd.

Do you realize that the most oppressed and unjpstiyecuted person that has ever lived is JesustZhr
Yet, through His death, He has provided for usnretidife. It is a free gift and it is your’s foréhtaking.
Believe in Christ today as your only way to heauda.was oppressed for you; He suffered unjustly for
you. Do not let His death be in vain for you.
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Scripture References
Ecclesiastes 3:16-4:3
Genesis 23

Exodus 23:1-9
Obadiah 10-15

John 5:19-30
Hebrews 11:13-16
Revelation 7:9-17

Study Questions

1. When have | most recently seen a travesty of jeg8c16)? How did | deal with this observation gperience?
When others face injustice how do | provide conffdithen | have been asked to explain the reasons for
injustice, how do | respond?

2. What role(s) does God'’s judgment play in injustoe wickedness (3:17)? Read 2 Corinthians 5:10 and
Revelation 20:11-15. How does God'’s judgment cotrdoencourage me?

3. How do the injustices of life remind me of my owwmnhan limitations and frailties (3:18-21)? What effdoes
this have on my present life?

4. How have | sought to be continually “happy” in mgrious activities (3:22)? What is my attitude retjag my
marriage, family, job, and church? How does mywadt affect my contentment and enjoyment of life?

5. When have | been oppressed (4:1-3)? How have Irebd@thers being oppressed, either directly oiréatly?
How have | responded when | have seen others cggai@s



Notes

! James S. Hirschjurricane: The Miraculous Journey of Rubin Car{&oston/New York: Houghton Mifflin,
2000), 310.

2 This precise passage breakdown is adopted by R&dtt,Proverbs Ecclesiastgg\nchor Bible; New York:
Doubleday, 1995), 222-223.

% Solomon returns to the theme of injustice in Ex8F.; 8:10-15; 9:13-16; 10:5-7; 10:16f.

* Tremper Longman IlIThe Book of EcclesiastédICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 125.

® Tommy NelsonThe Problem of Life with Gog@Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2002), 61.

® Duane A. GarretProverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of SofiaC; Nashville: Broadman, 1993).

See also the NET: “I thought to myself, ‘God wiltige both the righteous and the wicked; for theiami
appropriate time for every activity, and there tinge of judgment for every deed.” See also P$14eph 1:14.
" David JeremiahSearching for Heaven on Ear(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2004), 76.

8 Longman,The Book of Ecclesiastek27.

° Michael A. EatonEcclesiastes: An Introduction and Comment@yndale Old Testament; Leicester, Eng., and
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1983), 85-86. Sds0 the NET: “I also thought to myself, ‘It is fire sake of
people, so God can clearly show them that thelillreanimals.”

9 The PSA (Photographic Society of America) awantgttad, Richard Krell, for having the most pictures
accepted for exhibition in international nature ibitfons throughout the world.

1 David Fairchild, “Justice Departed” (Eccl 3:16-%:3

123, stafford. Wright, “Ecclesiastes,” Rsalms-Song of Songsl. 5 of The Expositor’s Bible Commentardited
by Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: Zondervanl1)$ectronic ed.

3 Choon Leon SeovEcclesiastes: A New Translation with Introducti@mchor Bible; New York: Doubleday,
1997), 176.

14 Ray WaddleAgainst The Grain: Unconventional Wisdom From Esielstes(Nashville: Upper Room Books,
2005). 65.

15 Charles R. SwindolL.iving on the Ragged Edge: Coming to Terms withiesible Study Guide (Fullerton,
CA: Insight for Living, 1986), 35.

16 Open Doors, “North Korean Christians Being Tortliby the Thousands,” 24 January 2008.

" Quoted in WaddleAgainst The Grain64.

18 “Household Income in the United Statesttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Household_income_inettUnited_States
19 peter John Kreeft quoted liee StrobelThe Case for FaithGrand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 50.

20 «The History of MADD”: http://www.madd.org/About-us/About-us/History.aspx

ZL«about John Walsh”http://www.amw.com/about_amw/john_walsh.cfm

% phjlip YanceyWhat's So Amazing About Gracé3rand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997),




