“Living Under the Thumb” * (Ecclesiastes 8:1-17)

One day, a bus driver was driving along his usoaie. He didn’t encounter any problems for thet firs
few stops; a few people got on, a few got off, Hrdgs went generally well. At one stop, howevebjg
hulk of a man got on. He was 6’ 8", built like adybuilder, and his arms hung down to the ground. He
glared at the driver and told him, “Big John doégay!” Then he sat down at the back of the bug Th
driver was 5’ 3", thin, and very meek, so he didargue with Big John. But he wasn’t happy about it.
The next day, the same thing happened. Big Johorgagain, made a big show of refusing to pay, and
sat down. It happened the next day, and againaipafier that. The bus driver began to lose sleep o
the way Big John was taking advantage of him. Rin&ke could stand it no longer. He signed up for
bodybuilding courses, karate, judo, and a cladinding your self-esteem. By the end of the sumrties,
bus driver had become quite strong and felt regilyd about himself. The next Monday, Big John
entered the bus and again declared, “Big John dqeesyl” Enraged, the driver stood up, glared batk
Big John, and bellowed, “And why not?!” With a srised look on his face, Big John replied, “Big John
has a bus pas$.”

This poor bus driver learned a valuable lessomd$iare not always as they appear. In Eccl 8:1-17,
Solomon shares that in the midst of life we mussttthat God is in control of those things we don't
understand. This requires humility and wisdom. Iraminded of an old country song by Mac Davis,
“It's Hard to Be Humble.” | would suggestit’s easier to be humble when you submit to autiidrin
this chapter, Solomon gives two simple tips foirlg/with humility (and wisdom).

1. Respect human authority(8:1-9).In this section, Solomon urges us to respect huswigmorities.
Ironically, Solomon writes these words as the Kafigsrael. He is a king writing about how to gedrad
with the king. In 8:1a Solomon poses an insighgugstionWho is like the wise man and who knows
the interpretation of a matter?” This rhetorical question requires the answer, “INe!'dNo one is like
the wise person who studies the Bible and knows<3aill. Solomon continues in 8:1b by statirig
man’s wisdom illumines him and causes his stern fado beam.” Solomon says the wise person is
illumined and has so much joy that you can sea his face. He is not telling us to be wise anc:fidk
he is saying that we should be joyful, no matteatthe circumstances at&hat do others see when
they look at you? Do you have joy? If not, perhiigsbecause you aren’t soaking in the wisdom of
God’'s Word. It's not being integrated into youelidind giving you joy. Wisdom brings joy because a
person who has biblical wisdom is assured of whaght. There is no greater privilege than
understanding where we came from, who we are, wiverare going, how sin is removed, and what the
will of God is. There is no greater blessing aretéhis no other place to find these answers than fr
God in His Word. Solomon begins this chapter byrgathat in a world full of questions, it's wondekf
to know the absolutes of life. Some things inVife can’'t understand but some things we can
understand—what the moral will of God is, who Heaisd who we are in Hirh.

In 8:2-4, Solomon explains our responsibility tovgmmment. Now this may remove the smile from your
face; however, God wants us to exercise wisdormbahdve appropriately in the presence of our kimg. |
8:2 Solomon writes)l say, ‘Keep the command of the king because of thoath before God.”

Solomon begins this section with a command: “Kéespadommand of the king.Notice that this
obedience is not for the sake of the king. It istfe sake of the One who placed the king on trentf

It is “because of the oath before God.” It washectice in the ancient world that when a king came
the throne, the people of his kingdom were requicesivear an oath of obedience to that Kifigday we
do not enter into these kinds of oaths. But we déacommitments to authorities. We pledge allegianc
to the country of our citizenship. When we work éor employer, we are bound to obey him until such a
time that we leave his employment. At our churckmhers promise to worship, serve, give, and submit
to the leadership. We all make commitments (“ogtts¥arious authorities.



Unfortunately, we have a tendency to make commitsenoaths prematurely and then find ourselves
unable to fulfill them. God sees this as breakingaath to Him, not to the king. How you obligate
yourself to work, marriage, and church, is a gieditation of your character. If you were hastygtd
married and now find that you aren’t as motivate#l¢ep your vows as you were in the beginning,
realize that God is who you are breaking your ¢athf you make promises to your work in order &t g
the job, and now you find that you can’t managgutfill these promises, remember that God is the On
you are offending. If you promise that you will eerat the church and use your gifts for God'’s glory
then falter in your promises, remember it is Goadmyou are breaking your commitment to. Does this
mean you should never make vows or promises? Maeedins you should be cautious who you obligate
yourself to and ensure that when you make obligatieven small ones, God is behind all of it. Wightu
to remember that any authority under which we badselves is a God-ordained authority and should be
obeyed. The only exception to this rule is wherhsare authority commands us to do something that is
opposition to God’s Word. Only then are we to disgtand then only in that single afea.

Of course, it is not always easy to obey a kingréhare times when kings don’t do what we want or
expect them to do. This leads Solomon to write: 848 “Do not be in a hurry to leave him. Do not

join in an evil matter, for he will do whatever hepleases.? Since the word of the king is
authoritative, who will say to him, ‘What are you doing?”” ° The idea here is of abandoning support
for a leader just because he does not do what ymted or expected him to do. Earlier in Eccl 4:83-1
Solomon discussed how a king's popularity can duiekaporate. Someone new comes along and the
people throng to his side abandoning the presadele Solomon says that wisdom should slow thisddow
and will use caution in leaving a leader. Thisl&aelevant in other areas of our lives. It isyetas
become disenchanted with your spouse and assutriéyba leave your current spouse you can be
happier with a new spouse. It is easy to becomludisned at church by pastors or those in leddprs
Most people immediately threaten to leave, assumtiagthey will not have these types of frustrasgiam
other churches. This principle also applies tojolbs. The greener grass syndrome is very deceptive.
our attempt to escape our troubles, we may finthéurgrief and pain.

The NIV's translation of the second clause of 8E30(not stand up for a bad cause”) captures Soldsnon
intent better than does the NASB'’s rendering (“I@bjoin in an evil matter”). The NASB's interpretat
potentially leaves the reader wondering what eyab# “evil matter” is, or perhaps even if the aurtts
urging the reader not to participate together withking in some jointly executed evil act. By qast,

the NIV’s interpretation of the second clause héiygsreader to understand that the prohibited dsio
one in which an individual joins together with athé& an attempt to thwart or contradict some actib
the king (or perhaps even to participate in a fgaiverthrow the king)' Solomon warns against acting
in opposition to a king because a king does whategavants. Furthermore, a king has the right ke ru
and you do notit's easier to be humble when you submit to autjor

In 8:5-7, Solomon brings up the theme of timing wihe writes;'He who keeps a royal command
experiences no trouble, for a wise heart knows thgroper time and procedure. For there is a proper
time and procedure for every delight*? though a man’s troublé? is heavy upon him. If no one
knows what will happen, who can tell him when it wl happen?” The wise person knows the right
time to act (8:5), because there is a right timmeefeery action (8:6). Yet, no one can fully predidten
that right time will be, because no one (other t@ad) knows the future (8:7). Not only are you b2y
human authority because God said to do it, yowak@to do so because it makes life a lot easier.
Generally speaking, when you obey the king’s comisayou don't get into any trouble with the ki1g.
This principle has many modern-day corollaries. Whxeu drive the speed limit, you don’t have to worr
about speed traps. When you pay your taxes, youtgaticularly worried about an IRS audit. When
you do your work faithfully on the job, it doesgdncern you that the boss is watching. So savesgtfur
some grief and obey the laws of the land. Not avillyyou be pleasing the Lord, but you will avoid
trouble.It’s easier to be humble when you submit to autiiori



This first section closes in 8:8-9. Solomon writé&p man has authority to restrain the wind with the
wind, or authority over the day of death; and thereis no discharge in the time of war, and evil will
not deliver those who practice it. All this | haveseen and applied my mind to every deed that has
been done under the sun wherein a man has exercisagthority over another man to his hurt.” This
is a general summation of the human situation. f8oforeminds us that we have no control over some of
the most important elements in our lives. We haveantrol over the weather that affects us daily.
You've probably taken a trip to the coast hopinggienshine, but instead you are greeted with naéh a
wind. We have no control of the weather. We hattke lor no control over what may be considered the
most significant day of our earthly lives—the ddyaor death. We can eat healthy, take vitamins,
exercise, and still die unexpectedly. A doctor talklpatient, “I'm afraid you only have three weéls
live,” “Okay then,” the patient replied, “I'll takthe last two weeks of July and the week between
Christmas and New Year's”That’s not how it works. We have no control ovar death day. We also
have little or no control over events that mighstea the day of our death (i.e., being dischargeu f
war). Sadly, Solomon informs us that when we dcehewthority (8:9), we tend to use it to hurt othéms
all of this uncertainty and frustration we musstrthe Lord as we go through lif¢s easier to be
humble when you submit to authority

[God is clear that we are to respect human authdnitour second section, He will say...]

2. Respect divine authority(8:10-17).In this section, Solomon urges us to fear God ahdngt to Him.
In 8:10 he writes,;So then, | have seen the wicked buried, those whesed to go in and out from the
holy place, and they are soon forgotten in the citwhere they did thus. This too is futility.” In this
verse, “the wicked” are unbelievers who go throtlghmotions of attending “the holy place” (i.egth
Temple) on a regular basis. The phrase translaltey ‘are soon forgotten” or “they received praise”
better rendered “they boasted” (NEf)These hypocrites assume that they can disrespetad His
authority over their lives. But God wants the wigke know that He has the last laugh.

In 8:11, Solomon explains that one of the prim&gsons the wicked continue in their wickedness is
delayed justice. He puts it like thiBecause the sentence against an evil deed is ngeeuted quickly,
therefore the hearts of the sons of men among theane given fully to do evil.” God’s mercy in not
executing judgment immediately against those whassinterpreted by those who do not openly fear
God as being either a sign of weakness or impotencgod’s part, or a sign of a laissez-faire attton
God's part. The sinner then assumes (incorrectlgporse) that God does not really care whetheplgeo
sin or not and/or that there are no negative caresazes for sinning. Thus, the sinner feels secuee i
self-oriented life, doing whatever he or she dasioedo with no worries about what God may thinklor
This is also true in government and paternal dis@pWe slough off if there are no consequeries.

In spite of the fact that the wicked seem to prgspelomon argues that it is still better to feardGIn
8:12-14 he writes'/Although a sinner does evil a hundred times and malengthen his life, still |

know that it will be well for those who fearGod, who fearHim openly. But it will not be well for the
evil man and he will not lengthen his days like almdow, because he does not fe@od. There is

futility which is done on the earth, that is, thereare righteous men to whom it happens according to
the deeds of the wicked. On the other hand, there@evil men to whom it happens according to the
deeds of the righteous. | say that this too is futiy.” Solomon acknowledges that sometimes justice is
backwards. The righteous receive what the wickesgide and vice versa. A criminal gets shot and sues
the city. A Christian family is killed by a drunkider. Missionaries are martyred. Babies are aldorte
These are depressing mysteries in life that cam@oesolved “under the sun.” Yet, these mysteriag m
have been generated intentionally by God so thaaims would have to trust Him to guide th&m.

In the end, the wicked will come and go. Their &iilicome quickly for their lives are likened to a
shadow that passes by. Solomon emphasizes thé tfie@od three times in 8:12-13. The inevitable
conclusion is that this is the only way to live @nie.



In Psalm 73, Asaph contrasts the end of the wigkigtdthat of the righteous. He reminds us that
although it appears that the wicked are defying,Gtitmately, the Lord will judge them in righteamess
and truth. Asaph did not come to this realizatigndoking at the circumstances around him, he bad t
enter into the sanctuary of God; then he perceilvenl end! (Ps 73:17) The truth is, apart from the
Scripture and fellowship with other believers, wid mot find any peace in this life. We need Godian
each other.

So what is Solomon'’s solution to this wretched?ifée shares his pearls of wisdom in 8!5o |
commended pleasure, for there is nothing good for man under the sun except to eat and to drink
and to be merry, and this will stand by him in histoils throughout the days of his lifé° which God
has given him under the sun."Solomon says, “Life is to be enjoye®.The formal refrain: “to eat and
to drink and to be merry” is Solomon’s way of sayifLife is a gift from God, make the most of it.”
Carpe Diem“Seize the Day!” Even though life doesn’t alwayake sense, even though we don't always
understand what God is doing, we can trust in Bigreignty and let Him worry about all that is gpin
on around us. So go out and enjoy your favoritelni@you like Chinese, Mexican, Italian, or a good
steak or burger? Whatever your preference, eaenajoy yourself. Solomon also tells us to drink. He
means just what he says, “Drink,” but be sure tealin moderation. Finally, he encourages us to be
merry. Since you can't change the present, the patite future, you might as well trust God and be
content...even downright merry. Life is short andtlyeu die. Why make this life miserable? Enjoy it.

Chapter 8 closes in 8:16-17 with these wofdé¢hen | gave my heart to know wisdom and to see the
task which has been done on the earth (even thoughe should never sleep day or night), and | saw
every work of God, | concluded that man cannot disover the work which has been done under the
sun. Even though man should seek laboriously, he Mot discover;, and though the wise man

should say, ‘I know,’ he cannot discover ** Solomon discovered that he could not discover. €od’
great knowledge and immensity overwhelmed him. Bolois not alone. The more we work and think
through various quandaries, the more we oughtdogmze that we are humble peons that can't discove
a thing. What we really need is to stop striving atraining and to return to simple faith in God.

An advanced student asked the legendary BruceflLexeiwould teach him everything he knew about
martial arts. In response, Lee held up two cupt) biled with water: “This cup represents all Idm,
and the second cup represents all you know,” Lee 4ayou want to fill your cup with my knowledge
you must first empty your cup of your knowleddé.”

Harry Houdini made a name for himself by escapigifevery imaginable confinement—from
straightjackets to multiple pairs of handcuffs gtead to his arms. He boasted that no jail cell chold

him. Time and again, he would be locked in a cely @0 reappear minutes later. It worked every time
but one. He accepted another invitation to dematestris skill. He entered the cell, wearing hisetr
clothes, and the jail cell door shut. Once alomeptiled a thin but strong piece of metal frombe# and
began working the lock. But something was wrong.niatter how hard Houdini worked, he couldn’t
unlock the lock. For two hours he applied skill agberience to the lock but failed time and timeiag
Two hours later he gave up in frustration. The foi? The cell had never been locked. Houdini worked
himself to near exhaustion trying to achieve wimatld be accomplished by simply pushing the door
open. The only place the door was locked was imriiisl.

Faith is not a complex process. It is not the tesfyears of education, pilgrimages, or flashy
supernatural experiences. The door to belief idy¢a open and is locked only in the minds of thate
choose to believe it §.God wants you and me to stop trying to figure lifésout. He just wants us to
humble ourselves and submit to Him. Will you trGstd in the midst of this unstable and uncertag?lif
Will you choose to believe that He is bigger andexithan you are?
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Scripture References
Ecclesiastes 8:1-17
Proverbs 24:21-22
Proverbs 14:35; 16:14; 20:2
Romans 13:1-2

James 5:1-7

Job 38

Romans 9:19-21

Study Questions

1.

Whose face comes to mind when | think of beingamadwith the joy of the Lord (8:1)? What do othses
when they look at me? Do | have the joy of the [Zovdhy or why not? Have | used my upbringing or
personality to make excuses for my lack of joy?

Do | submit to my governing authorities? In whagafic ways is this evident in my personal life?ade
Romans 13:1-7; Titus 3:1; and 1 Peter 2:13-15. Whelisobedience to government appropriate (8:5:&&d
Daniel 3 and Acts 4:1-29; and 5:29. How have | $ug balance these responses?

What does it mean to “fear God” (8:12-13)? How t&now whether or not | fear God? Is it possiblddar
God and still eat, drink, and be merry (8:15)? Hs\it possible to balance these two perspectives?

What mysteries have | encountered that defy humaenstanding (8:16-17)? Have | experienced or oleser
the mystery of unjust triumph? Have | been confednwith the mystery of unfair consequences? Halealt
with the mystery of untimely pleasure? What are saaluable lessons | have learned through allegeh
circumstances? In all of these issues, how haveildgd myself against wrong responses?

What would enable me to trust God in spite of mguinstances? What keeps me from trusting Him? How d
think | can grow in my faith and trust? Do | belgethat God is in control of everything that happense?
Would this include both good and bad experiencdged Can anything happen to me that is not somwwgbeart
of God’s plan for me?



Notes

! This sermon title is from Charlie Bing’s unpubkshsermon by the same title.

2 preaching Today citation: Submitted by Ed Rowdibnument, CO.

% Repeatedly, the writers of Scripture use the in@geshining face to speak a blessing. In the lfdkumbers we
read, “The Lord bless you and keep you, the Lorllentas face shine upon you and be gracious to ydutn 6:24-
25). The psalms repeatedly referred to the Lorake f'shinning” upon His people (Pss 31:16; 67:1380, 19;
119:135). Robert S. Ricker with Ron PitkBoul Search: Hope for 2Century Living from Ecclesiastégentura,
CA: Regal Books, 1985), 108.

* Tommy NelsonThe Problem of Life with Go@Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2002), 128.

® Some understand the reference to “kingelel to refer to the heavenly King (i.e., God). YetcE8:2b (“because
of the oath before God”) favors the “earthly kimgdsition.

® Paul states that kings and other governing offidiave been placed in authority by God and arésteirs of God
(Rom 13:1-7).

" See 2 Kgs 11:17; 2 Chron 36:13.

8 Acts 4:1-29 and 5:29.

° This same idea is applied to God in Job 9:12 aadi5:9.

19 psalm 2 exemplifies a passage that we can fineat geal of comfort and encouragement in. Througtios
Psalm, the writer exalts the awesome God that wesPsalm 2:4-5, 12 says, “He who sits in the baavaughs,
the Lord scoffs at them [nations, kings, and ruleh® oppose God]. Then He will speak to them ina&tiger and
terrify them in His fury. Do homage to the Sontlde become angry, and you perish in the way, fenttath may
soon be kindled. How blessed are all who take efoddim!” This chapter can be summarized quitelyicWoe to
those in authority who ignore God’s Son!

1 Barry C. DavisThe Book of Ecclesiasteslultnomah Biblical Seminary unpublished classesot

12 Davis writes, “Qohelet, in 8:6, seems to be plgyiff what he said earlier, in 8:3. In 8:3, he @eed that the king
could and would do whatever “he pleasadigphet} here, in 8:6, Qohelet argues that there isla tighe and a
right way to do every “delight’ohephetsthat we feel compelled to do. The Hebrew word®rged in the previous
sentence are derived from the same root form ds@her — the former word being a verb form, thtetaa noun
form. By using these words in this way, Qohelarigphasizing the fact that, whereas the king maghibe to do
essentially anything he wants to do whenever hesvardo it, we (by contrast) need to make veryaderthat,
when we take some action that may be contraryediting’s delight / pleasure / command, we move &owith
our action at the right time and in the right wapdvis, The Book of Ecclesiastes

13“Trouble” (raah) here literally means “evil” (see note at 8:3)€TIXX has “knowledge” instead of “trouble.”
Life is hard and unpredictable even for the wisml-gparing person.

14 paul says essentially the same thing in his epistthe Romans: “For rulers are not a cause offéeajood
behavior, but for evil. Do you want to have no fehauthority? Do what is good and you will haveipe from the
same; for it is a minister of God to you for goBait if you do what is evil, be afraid; for it doest bear the sword
for nothing; for it is a minister of God, an avengéo brings wrath on the one who practices eWRbdif 13:3-4).

15 preaching Today citation: Submitted by Van Morki, Washington, KY.

16 Different Hebrew manuscripts show one of two palssieadings in Eccl 8:10: (1) “soon forgotten” (SB; the
Masoretic text [Hebrew OT] or (2) “receive praigeboast” (NIV; the Septuagint [Greek OT]). The NEdtes
settle the matter. “The context of 8:10-17, whicbuses on the enigmatic contradictions in diviriglretion
(sometimes the wicked are not punished), favoralteenate tradition. The wicked boast that thay came and go
as they please in the temple, flaunting theirigieh without fearing divine retribution (8:10). iBithought is
continued in v. 11: failure to execute a sentermyzgrest a criminal emboldens the wicked to commiter@imes,
confident they will not suffer retribution.” Notéhe translation “boast” is to be preferred overipe” because the
verb means “boast” in the Hebrew piel verb form.

" Michael P. Andrus, “Sharp Goads and Hard Nai&¥cl 7-11): unpublished sermon.

8 See also Eccl 3:11; 7:14, 23, 24; 8:17; 11:5.

¥ The phrase “the days of life” is found in Eccl &:5:18; 6:2; 9:9; 12:7, 11.

20 Eccl 2:24; 3:12, 22; 5:18; 8:15; 9:7.

2L Eccl 8:16-17 is either (1) a summary statementhpiarallels chapters 1-2 or (2) the introductma hew
section (8:16-9:10). Yet, the recurrence of theddiw phrase “cannot discover” (Eccl 8:17; cf. 7:28) argues for
the inclusion of 8:16-17 with 8:10-15. This is akgported by the bracketing effects of 8:1 (“thsew
man...knows”) and 8:17 (“man cannot discover”). DanRl Glenn, “Ecclesiastes” ifhe Bible Knowledge
Commentary: Old Testamemids John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck (Wheatonip&ge Press/Victor, 1985), 997.
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