“Wise Words for Wise Ones” (Ecclesiastes 7:15-8:1)

A young man loaned an acquaintance $500, but feilegt the borrower’s signature on a receipt. When
the guy hadn'’t paid him back a year later, he zedlihe had probably lost the money due to lackadfp
He asked his father what to do. “The answer is Ehpis father said. “Just write him and say yaed

the $1,000 you loaned him.” “You mean $500,” hia seplied. “No, you need to say $1,000. He’'ll
immediately write back that he only owes you $50@) then you'll have it in writing?”

This father provided wise counsel and his son veées ta receive profitable words in writing. Similgr
our heavenly Father provides wise counsel and weezd His profitable words in the writings of the
Bible. And who can't benefit from a bit more wisd®rm Eccl 7:15-29 Solomon say$Vise up by going
low.” By this he means biblical wisdom comes througimhiity. In this passage, Solomon offers three
provisions of wisdom.

1. Wisdom provides humility (7:15-18).In these first four verses, Solomon discusses biteeanost
prevalent questions of human history: Why do goedpte suffer and bad people prosper? In 7:15 he
writes,“l have seen everything during my lifetime of futility; ? there is a righteous man who perishes
in his righteousness and there is a wicked man whmolongs his life in his wickedness®The phrase

“I have seen everything” is akin to the contemppeapression of disgust, “Now, I've seen it all.”
Solomon is a bit miffed that there doesn’t seetbe@ny correlation between one’s goodness and one’s
lifespan? We see this principle alive and well today. We sgleteous people die abruptly, and we see
wicked fools living for what seems too long. Thialout it...Jesus lived to be 33 and Hugh Heffner
seems as if he’s going to outlive all of us. Tha¢sh't make a whole lot of sense, does it?

It's easy to agonize over these hazy areas ofditig fike those spots on a sparkling car windoat th
simply won't come clean. Yet, these hazy areasnelthat God is real, dynamic, and too great for my
conception. His ways are higher than miiiethere were no hazy areas, Christianity woulddzeneat,
too trite. If | can fully understand God’s thoughtie would be no more God than | am. Others approac
this theological puzzle (and others) with an ultinma: solve it or God is not real. This is like apgching
a 10,000 piece jigsaw puzzle and saying, “If | tas'semble this in five minutes, | will deny thiz &
picture.” That's unfair, isn't it? It's also irratnal. Our inability to work out an answer reflectdy on

our limitations, not God’& Therefore, it makes sense to trust our loving amaerful God even when He
does not think and act like we might want Him tdteA all, He sees the end from the beginning. Wtk
in mind, today will you give the Lord whatever itgtual issues that you are struggling with? dtss
simple as saying, “God, | don’t understand what goeidoing or why you are doing it, but you are God
and | am not so | will trust You'Wise up by going low

Since we can't possibly understand God's decisiSo&mon’s conclusion in 7:16-17 9o not be
excessively righteous and do not be overly wi&Vhy should you ruin yourself? Do not be
excessively wicked and do not be a fobMWhy should you die before your time? These verses have
been terribly misunderstood. Some have dubbed tl@ses “the golden mean,” which suggests we
should not be too righteous or too wicked. Rativershould strike a balance and achieve a happy
medium. Yet, if Solomon is telling us to be modehagodly, he is contradicting the Bible which clga
teaches us to seek righteousness and holinessiittat is within us? | believe, therefore, Solomon’s
concern is not with godly character, but with gociiyaractein one’s own eyedis point is that we
should not depend on our righteousness or wisdoguadoantee God’s blessing in our livédn other
words, if you are a particularly righteous person’tibe too confident that you will live to see ya2d"
birthday. The verb translated “ruin yourself” istee rendered to “be appalled, astoundédblomon is
saying, “Don’t assume that God owes you anythimgyfaur righteousness.” If you do, you might be
confounded or disappointed like the righteous pergo dies at a young age.



The truth is, no matter how righteous or wise wierapt to be we are still sinners in need of Godésayn
and grace. The apostle Paul understood this. EaHig ministry, he called himself the least of the
apostles. Later on he said he was the least @ftalstians. Then he said he was the chief of sgirire
older he got, the more he saw of God, the lowdsdgame in his own estimatiéhln the same vein, John
Newton, the former slave trader and author of “Aimg%race,” said, “When | get to heaven, | will be
amazed at three things. | will be amazed at thalseught would be there who are not there, thatid |
not think would be there who are there, and thetfat | am there at all:®

The Chinese are reported to have a saying, “Thetshat grows tall is the first to be cdf Biblically
and practically, it makes sense to be humble. Tisgtest too much we don't understand. There ape to
many questions, too many tragedies, and too muciThe only solution is taise up by going lonBut
what does this look like practically? It means yake a close look at how you think, speak, and act.
When you think of Christian self-righteousness, yost likely think of a person who sees the faotts
others, but is oblivious to his or her own conditidragically, this may be the most frequently used
reason for not becoming a Christian. In the passed to dismiss this by saying, “There are hypesin
every profession and sphere of life.” But now lesgwith statements relating to hypocrisy among
Christians. | will even acknowledge that | haverbgailty of hypocrisy as well. | empathize with b
who quote the common bumper sticker, “Jesus, savom your followers.” Don't get me wrong, we
need to be authentically righteous, but we alsal nede especially humble.

Not only is Solomon opposed to self-righteousnieess also opposed to wickedness. Although we are
sinful and will always have remains of hypocrisylaelf-righteousness, we need to be careful nosé¢o
our sinfulness as an excuse to sin even more. ddteHfat we aren’t perfect should spur us on toward
holiness, not toward moral compromise. It's easyge how this line of reasoning might work. “I've
already told one lie. What difference will anotheaike?” Or “I know | shouldn’t have used foul
language, but why stop now?” All such reasoningvit Why compound your troubles by continuing to
sin? When you're in a hole, stop digging. If youn'tanake things better, at least make sure youtdon’
make them worse. This applies to all of us becauseyone struggles with sin to one degree or anothe
You don't have to take another drink, you don't @& cheat a second time, you don'’t have to keep on
swearing, and you don’t have to lose your temper and over again. By the power of God, and wiéh th
help of a few good friends, you can stop the pastef sin and replace them with habits of holiréss.

If we choose to disregard God’s Word and play tred fve may die before our time. The truth is, God
does sometimes punish the wicked in this life. €Heave been times over the course of my life when |
have wondered what would happen if | attemptedeersff a cliff while driving my car. | have tholig
to myself, “Would God send an angel to steer myagaay from imminent danger? Would God Himself
slam on the brakes before | drove off the cliff?(WdoHe keep my steering wheel from turning in the
direction of the cliff?” The answer to these quarssiis, “NO, NO, NO!” This is not to say that thert
would not work a miracle, but the odds are agatn#tl make a foolish decision, | may pay fomitth

my life. Young people, please don't play the fa@he experiment with drugs could end your life. One
sexual encounter could cost you dearly. One suiaitiempt could be your last. It's not worth itvkiin
light of eternity. Exercise wisdom and self-contilise up by going low

The final verse of this section is rather interggtiSolomon writes in 7:18lt is good that you grasp

one thing and also not let go of the other; for thene who fears God comes forth with both of

them.” The “one thing” that you are to grasp is the teaghuf 7:17. The “other thing” that you are not to
let go of is the wisdom of 7:16. In other wordssigood in life to grasp 7:17—don’t be wicked and
foolish and blow life; be holy and wise. But at g@me time, remember 7:16—you are a finite sinner
who can't control God or even understand what lg'$0. Obey God and what you know. Trust Him in
what you don't® Wise up by going low



[Wisdom provides humility. We will now see...]

2. Wisdom provides strength(7:19-22).In this section, Solomon say$Visdom is a strong ally in this
fallen world, but it cannot shield believers fromim injustice, and bad circumstances.” In 7:1%8win
writes, “Wisdom strengthens a wise man more than ten rulers/ho are in a city.” The Hebrew word
for “wisdom” (hokmal) refers to “the skill of living.” This involves kb a godly perspective and a godly
power to live life. Perspective and power are tike two wings on a bird, the two blades of a péir o
scissors, or the two sides of a coin. The whol@isflom doesn't exist without both perspective and
power™® In 7:19, Solomon states that the wisdom of Gdakiger than surrounding yourself with the ten
best men you can find. It's been said that a mah a/Bible could stay in a cave for a year, anthatend
of that time, he could know from his reading whegrgbody else in the world was doing. There is no
greater blessing than wisdom. There is no greataiity than walking with God and revering Him. But
watch out that you don’t let your good behaviotggour head®

The reason for such humility is found in 7:20 wh8momon writes;Indeed, there is not a righteous

man on earth who continually does good and who newsins.”®* In our fallen state, our entire wills are
oriented against God. We are bent on our own whgsibfrom the get-go. Augustine said the only
reason you think a baby is good is that he hasi'the power enough to show you how evil he is. He
said, “If a baby had the strength when he emerged the mother’'s womb, he would seize the mother by
the throat and demand his milk.” The only way ahy®can be saved is if God makes radical change in
us from the inside out. So Jesus gave Himselfsacdfice for our sins. Then the Spirit of God ches

our nature by abiding with us, keeping us, sanidiifyis, and raising us by His powr.

In 7:21-22 we come to some especially relevantmadtical words. Solomon is going to tell us that
sometimes it pays to be a little hard of hearing Wites,“Also, do not take seriously all words which
are spoken, so that you will not hear your servantursing you. For you also have realized that you
likewise have many times cursed othersFlere Solomon says, “Don’t eavesdrop; don't listeom
every conversation. Don’t go out of your way tddisto what is being said about you—sooner or later
you'll be disappointed. You'll hear someone curspog.” Of course, this is particularly distressingen
you hear people in the church that you know and mwsing you. In my own pastoral ministry, | have
been grieved and shocked by those who have intedljoor unintentionally sought to damage me.
Maybe you've had a similar experience with otheri€tians. It hurts, doesn'’t it? The truth is it do&
matter where you are, who you are, or what youypdople will fail you. Your best friends will failog.
Your coworkers will fail you. Your pastors will fajou. Your brothers and sisters will fail you. You
parents will fail you. Your spouse will fail you.ovr children will fail you. If you live long enouglevery
one you count on in this life will fail you soonar later.

How can you cope with the hurtful words that otHeage said about you? Solomon'’s advice to the wise
is not to listen to the gossip people say about Beaause you know in your heart you have saidnghki
things about others as well. Let’s be honest. ligweupset when people talk about us, we are hpldin
them to a higher standard than we hold ourselvdseitause we are prone to do the same thing. Wéth t
said, sometimes a rebuke is in order if the commard especially divisive. We need to be prepared t
lovingly drill a fellow believer between the eyamdasay, “Don't talk about my brother or sister likat.”
The reason that gossip and slander continue to gwmst churches is that Christians tolerate itoNe

ever wants to stick their neck out and call sirN'3I

My prayer is that you and | will stand up for othend sit down for ourselves. | am learning to thlee
destructive words of others toward me with a grdisalt?® One man said, “I never worry about people
who say evil things about me because | know a twenstuff about me than they do, and it's worsa tha
what they are saying” Seriously, the key to defusing gossip and slaisier humble yourself and not
take yourself too seriousfyWise up by going low



[Wisdom provides humility and strength. Now we vgidle that...]

3. Wisdom provides insight(7:23-8:1).In this final section, Solomon warns of the dangfer
foolishness. Yet, the implication is that wisdonm @&n the day through humility. In 7:23-24 Solomon
writes, "l tested all this with wisdom, and | said, ‘I will be wise,’ but it was far from me. What has
been is remote and exceedingly mysterious. Who cdiscover it?” In these two verses, Solomon
discovered that he could not discover. Althouglstneght after wisdom with all diligence, he
acknowledged that true wisdom was far beyond hiencehtinued in 7:25 by writingl directed my
mind to know, to investigate and to seek wisdom anan explanation, and to know the evil of folly
and the foolishness of madnessliterally this is, “I myself turned my heart®The ancients thought
“the heart” was the center of thinking, reasoniemy feeling. Maybe we would say “he got his mind
around an issue.” The search was sincere, thor@nghintensive. God has put in our hearts the elésir
know,” but it is beyond our current fallen abilifijhe desire probably comes from our being madben t
image and likeness of God (cf. Gen 1:26-27), buhsis damaged our ability (cf. Gen 3). Yet, we stil
seek, search, yearn, and strive! This is to be cenaed, but it must be acknowledged that we are
incredibly limited. We desperately need the Lordeeeal His thoughts and ways to us. Today, will yo
ask the Lord for His mind and heart? Will you askHlis insightAWise up by going low

So did Solomon discover anything? In 7:26 he writéad | discovered more bitter than death the
woman whose heart is snares and nets, whose handes ehains. One who is pleasing to God will
escape from her, but the sinner will be captured byer.” There is some mystery surrounding the
identity of this woman. Some understand this womgane a prostitute or an adulteféhe application
then is to avoid sexual sin. | believe, howevedait this woman is the personification of that wichess
which is folly itself. She is the “strange womarf"Rroverbs 1-32 The antecedent of “the woman” is
folly (7:25), a Hebrew feminine noun that also hasarticle. This conclusion seems corroboratechby t
allusions in 7:26 to the tactics of folly who trieslure one away from wisdom’s embra&é&he point is:
Foolishness is like a seductive woman, so bewarshie will lead you to your demise. Be like a wise
person who refuses to be captured by her. Useetiisoras you travel this life. Choose your friends
wisely. Bad company corrupts good moril§&uard your intake of television and movies. Dawttich
programming that will tear you down in your walktiviChrist.

The mysterious words continue in 7:27-29 where Bolo writes,"Behold, | have discovered this,’

says the Preacher, ‘adding one thing to another tiind an explanation, which | am still seeking but
have not found. | have found one man among a thousd, but | have not found a woman among all
these. Behold, | have found only this, that God madmen upright, but they have sought out many
devices.” These verses lead us to ask whether Solomon wasuiaist or a misogynist. Yet, when we
read Proverbs and the Song of Solomon, we knowthisats not the cast.In fact, in Proverbs, Solomon
often personifies wisdom as a woman. So let's gettbing out of the way immediately: Solomon isn’t
making a relative comparison as to the worth of eaeth women in general. That wouldn't be fair argl hi
conclusion wouldn’t be right. Furthermore, rememtbat with 1,000 women Solomon was the
consummate ladies mahHe’s not going to jeopardize his relationship withmen, right?

The “man” in view in 7:28 is the “one who is plaggito God” in 7:26. The Hebrew word for “man” here
(adan) is generic and refers to people rather than malesntrast to females. Solomon meant in 7:28b
that a person who is pleasing to God is extrenaaly ¢cf. Job 9:3; 33:23). The reference to “woman”
(7:28c) is a way of expressing in parallelism (Withan”) that no one really pleases God completaly.
paraphrase of 7:28b-c is, “I have found very fewpe who please God, no one at all reaffyThis
interpretation is confirmed by 7:29 where Solomemdnstrates the scarcity—even nonexistence—of
good people, whether man or woman. That the péisafieof man and woman in 7:28 describes all
humankind is corroborated by 7:29—a probable refsrdo the creation and fall of “mankiny.”



Verse 29 asserts two truths from Genesis: Initialyof God’s creation was goddHumans can
understand and implement God’s will. Fallen humenescreative and energetic in the area of evil and
rebellion®® Though morally capable, humans turn from God’s$ twikelf-will at every opportunity! Even
though we seek righteousness, we need to remetmdtand matter how good we get, we are still sinful—
every last one of us—men and women both. We neeghtember that no matter how good we get, the
only reason people tolerate us is that we havadebinow to tame our public evil as opposed to our
private evil. Does that disturb you about yoursel&?e it is again: The only reason that you'rekabie
person is that you have learned to distinguish &etwyour public and private obnoxiousness, andayeu
smart enough to keep your lustful, hateful, wickeaughts contained in your brain. In your public
treatment of people, you have remained basicalfemjc and nonviolent. | know this is a hard word,
but don’t get mad at me; I'm just the mailman.dtjdeliver the mail.

So who is responsible for the universal failurghease God? Solomon said people are, not God. God
made us upright in the sense of being able to étmplease or not please God. Nevertheless, hwe2
have all gone our own way in pursuit of “many degic®® The point is not that people have turned aside
to sin, but that they have sought out many expiansi® They have sought many explanations of what?
In the context Solomon was talking about God's pkailing to understand fully God’s scheme of tlsing
people have turned aside to their own explanatdtisese things.

Solomon closes out this section in 8:1 with a titeoreal verseWho is like the wise man and who
knows the interpretation of a matter? A man’s wisdon illumines him and causes his stern face to
beam.” Wisdom provides insight. Wisdom will bring illurdtion and a smile to your face. How can you
get wisdom? The primary way is by reading and hege@od’s Word. This morning, | was reading
Proverbs 6. (I like to read one proverb for eveay df the month.) This is what | read in 6:16-1Bhére
are six things which the LORD hates, Yes, severthwvhre an abomination to Him: Haughty eyes, a lying
tongue, And hands that shed innocent blood, A hibattdevises wicked plans, Feet that run rapially t
evil, A false witness who utters lies, And one vepoeads strife among brothers.” The first item thatl
hates is “haughty eyes.” God hates pride and ggifeousness. The fourth item is “a heart thatshsyi
wicked plans.” This summarizes the whole of foatistis and wickedness. The last item on this list is
God hates it when “one spreads strife among breth€his ties back into Eccl 7:21-22. If you anddnt

to be wise ones, we will study God’'s Word and thpply it to our lives. As Solomon said in Prov 1:7:
“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledfgols despise wisdom and instruction.” May we
heed these words amdse up by going low
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Scripture References
Ecclesiastes 7:15-29
Isaiah 40:13-14

1 Kings 21:1-14
Jeremiah 12:1-5

1 Corinthians 3:18-20
2 Samuel 20:14-22
Matthew 18:21-35

Study Questions

1.

What “good” people do | know personally who died t@ung (7:15)? What “evil” people lived much tamg?
Why would God permit such a travesty of moral jees® How will | respond to the question, “Why doyotile
good die young?”

Why is it easier for me to have a higher opiniommykelf than | should (7:16-18)? How do | struggi¢h pride
and self-righteousness? What are some of the ntisingathat lie behind this? How can | cultivateusible
heart before God and others? Read Luke 18:9-14.

In what area(s) of my life do | need wisdom as aree of strength (7:19)? How can | learn to relpmihe
Lord for His strength instead of my own? Why isrtheuch a temptation to be independent? How casakb
this habit? Read John 15:1-5.

When have | been infuriated by someone’s sin agaies(7:21-22)? Does it help to remember that letago
sinned against others? Why or why not? Am | angisomneone because they failed me? In what wayslhave
failed others? How can | learn to control my torfgtow have | owned my sin? Have | confessed myigpss
slander, and bitterness to God and others? Reath®laf2:36.

How many truly wise people do | know? What chanaqtelities do they share? What keeps me from being
labeled a “wise” man or woman? How can | grow st thhecome biblically wise?
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