
An Objection Answered
Ecclesiastes 3:16-22

The subject last week was as clear as it was encouraging.  
Namely, the sovereign power of God, who has an appointed time 
for all things.  

Eccles. 3:1  “To everything there is a season, A time for every 
purpose under heaven.”

That is an appointed time.  And in the eternal purpose “of Him 
who works all things according to the counsel of His will,” we also 
know that God exercises and manifests his infinite and 
unchangeable goodness.  For,

Rom. 8:28  “... we know that all things work together for good 
to those who love God, to those who are the called according to 
His purpose.”

So our hope and encouragement in all of life is the realization 
and understanding that God’s sovereign omnipotence is joined 
with the perfect display of his goodness.  That was the subject we 
read and studied last week,

Eccles. 3:11  “He has made everything beautiful in its time.”

But there is a problem with that, isn’t there?  A problem with 
reality, for the reality of our own circumstances often seems to 
contradict both God’s sovereign power and his goodness.  Things 
seem to take place without a sense of God’s will and purpose, 
circumstances, events.  Something will happen that is disastrous, 
tragic or oppressive.  The reality is that life just doesn’t always 
seem to reflect those attributes of God’s infinite power and perfect 
goodness.  Instead, what seems so prevalent is the abundance of 
wickedness and injustice among men.  Sometimes that gets very 
personal.  Solomon recognized that in his own life as well.

v.16

Thus we have expressed in our text this afternoon,

I. AN OBJECTION TO GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY.
Actually, an objection to both his sovereignty and his 

goodness.  There is a lot of wickedness out there!  

Instead of judgment, wickedness.  The word judgment refers 
to justice, lawfulness, the rule of law and order.  The criminals are 
restrained and the righteous are protected.  But no, says 
Solomon, that’s not what’s taking place.  Why, it seems the 
criminals have all the rights.  It seems that the wicked prosper 
under protection and are free to abound in their wickedness.

Likewise, righteousness should be evident, godliness.  
Personal holiness and eager law-keeping.  But instead, 
wickedness.  And that’s a problem.  A problem for our faith, a 
problem for our doctrine of God’s sovereignty, to say nothing of 
his goodness.

It is an objection that you might well hear today as well.  An 
objection to Christianity as a whole, an objection that the 
reformed faith, which seeks to emphasize the doctrine of God’s 
sovereignty as the Bible itself does.  That doctrine just can’t be 
true.  Just look around!  There is, then and now,

A. The perversion of justice.
Israel certainly knew that problem, for they had often been the 

victims of injustice.  Often flagrant maladministration of justice.  
That subject was a common theme of the appeals found in the 
Psalms, for example:

Ps. 74:10  “O God, how long will the adversary reproach? Will 
the enemy blaspheme Your name forever? 11 Why do You 
withdraw Your hand, even Your right hand? Take it out of Your 
bosom and destroy them.”
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And, Ps. 94:1  “O LORD God, to whom vengeance belongs-- 
O God, to whom vengeance belongs, shine forth! 2 Rise up, O 
Judge of the earth; Render punishment to the proud. 3 LORD, 
how long will the wicked, How long will the wicked triumph? 4 
They utter speech, and speak insolent things; All the workers of 
iniquity boast in themselves. 5 They break in pieces Your people, 
O LORD, And afflict Your heritage. 6 They slay the widow and the 
stranger, And murder the fatherless. 7 Yet they say, "The LORD 
does not see, Nor does the God of Jacob understand.”

It was the personal burden of the prophet Habakkuk, too.
Hab.  1:1  “The burden which the prophet Habakkuk saw. 2 O 

LORD, how long shall I cry, And You will not hear? Even cry out to 
You, "Violence!" And You will not save. 3 Why do You show me 
iniquity, And cause me to see trouble? For plundering and 
violence are before me; There is strife, and contention arises. 4 
Therefore the law is powerless, And justice never goes forth. For 
the wicked surround the righteous; Therefore perverse judgment 
proceeds.”

It is a burden often felt in this country as well, in our own day, 
the burden of oppression that often falls upon those seeking to do 
what is right, only to find that injustice seems to rule.  That may 
be the case where you work.  It may seem to be the way in which 
politics is carried out in the public life of our country.  It may even 
may be your experience in the face of danger and crime in our 
own community.  It certainly is the experience of those who live in 
more dangerous areas of our country.

v.16  “In the place of judgment, Wickedness was there.”

Then also,
v.16  “And in the place of righteousness, Iniquity was there.”

Surely we know that today.

B. The prominence of unrighteousness.
Just follow the news.  What you will read about, what you will 

hear about, instead of righteousness, is a description of the 
wickedness and depravity of man played out before your very 
eyes.   Mass killings, riots, rapes, assaults.  And then there is all 
the perversions of sexual morality, the perversions of those who 
suppress the truth within them, the obvious truths of nature and 
human biology, to promote homosexuality, promiscuity, abortion, 
and pornography.

It’s everywhere, and we live in a particularly insulated 
community by comparison to many other places in this world.  But 
it’s here.  Just as it was in Solomon’s day.

v.16  “Moreover I saw under the sun: In the place of judgment, 
Wickedness was there; And in the place of righteousness, Iniquity 
was there.”

Thus the question becomes, how can you believe in the 
goodness and the sovereignty of God when you are confronted 
with such moral and political evils?  How can you believe that 
God is in control of all things, working all things out according to 
the counsel of his own will, when all you have to do is look around 
you to see what appears to be a blatant contradiction of anything 
and everything that God would ordain?

That’s the objection.  And we can’t ignore it or pass it off 
carelessly.  But we can answer it!  Solomon does!  

II. AN ANSWER TO THE OBJECTION.
Actually, three answers in one.  Are you ready?  I hope this 

first answer isn’t a surprise to you, yet I hope you recognize the 
great significance of it.  Does the perversion of justice and the 
prominence of unrighteousness prove that God cannot be in 
sovereign control of this world in which we live?  Answer, No, it 
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doesn’t, because,

A. God will establish his perfect justice in his own time.
v.17

Two important parts of that answer.  One, God will take the  
matter into his own hands and execute his perfect justice.  And 
secondly, equally importantly, he will do it in his own time!

The Psalmist Asaph dealt with this same issue in a particularly 
personal way.  He expresses his problem with these words,

Ps. 73:1  “Truly God is good to Israel, To such as are pure in 
heart. 2 But as for me, my feet had almost stumbled; My steps 
had nearly slipped. 3 For I was envious of the boastful, When I 
saw the prosperity of the wicked. 4 For there are no pangs in their 
death, But their strength is firm. 5 They are not in trouble as other 
men, Nor are they plagued like other men. 6 Therefore pride 
serves as their necklace; Violence covers them like a garment.”

So he things to himself,
Ps. 73:12  “Behold, these are the ungodly, Who are always at 

ease; They increase in riches. 13 Surely I have cleansed my 
heart in vain, And washed my hands in innocence. 14 For all day 
long I have been plagued, And chastened every morning. 15 If I 
had said, "I will speak thus," Behold, I would have been untrue to 
the generation of Your children. 16 When I thought how to 
understand this, It was too painful for me-- 17 Until I went into the 
sanctuary of God; Then I understood their end. 18 Surely You set 
them in slippery places; You cast them down to destruction. 19 
Oh, how they are brought to desolation, as in a moment! They are 
utterly consumed with terrors. 20 As a dream when one awakes, 
So, Lord, when You awake, You shall despise their image.”

Same dilemma, really, as Solomon describes in Ecclesiastes.  

Same dilemma you and I might often face, or feel.  And this 
answer is so very real, God will take care of it!  God will exact his 
own terrible, perfect justice.

In the writing of the apostle Paul, we have that idea expressed 
with these words,

Rom. 12:17  “Repay no one evil for evil. Have regard for good 
things in the sight of all men. 18 If it is possible, as much as 
depends on you, live peaceably with all men. 19 Beloved, do not 
avenge yourselves, but rather give place to wrath; for it is written, 
"Vengeance is Mine, I will repay," says the Lord. 20 Therefore "If 
your enemy is hungry, feed him; If he is thirsty, give him a drink; 
For in so doing you will heap coals of fire on his head." 21 Do not 
be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

That is an essential element of our faith, that God will execute 
his own perfect justice and vengeance.  That is our hope, and the 
foundation upon which we can refrain from pursuing that 
vengeance ourselves.  So we read,

Heb. 10:26  “For if we sin willfully after we have received the 
knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for 
sins, 27 but a certain fearful expectation of judgment, and fiery 
indignation which will devour the adversaries. 28 Anyone who has 
rejected Moses’ law dies without mercy on the testimony of two or 
three witnesses. 29 Of how much worse punishment, do you 
suppose, will he be thought worthy who has trampled the Son of 
God underfoot, counted the blood of the covenant by which he 
was sanctified a common thing, and insulted the Spirit of grace? 
30 For we know Him who said, "Vengeance is Mine, I will repay," 
says the Lord. And again, "The LORD will judge His people." 31 It 
is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”

And so, in a sermon that God used to spark a revival within 
the Great Awakening of the 1740s, this was the application 
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preached by Jonathan Edwards, “O sinner! Consider the fearful 
danger you are in: it is a great furnace of wrath, a wide and 
bottomless pit, full of the fire of wrath, that you are held over in 
the hand of that God, whose wrath is provoked and incensed as 
much against you, as against many of the damned in hell. You 
hang by a slender thread, with the flames of divine wrath flashing 
about it, and ready every moment to singe it, and burn it asunder; 
and you have no interest in any Mediator, and nothing to lay hold 
of to save yourself, nothing to keep off the flames of wrath, 
nothing of your own, nothing that you ever have done, nothing 
that you can do, to induce God to spare you one moment...And I 
say unto you, my friends, Be not afraid of them that kill the body, 
and after that, have no more that they can do. But I will forewarn 
you whom you shall fear: fear him, which after he hath killed, hath 
power to cast into hell: yea, I say unto you, Fear him.”

So it is true, and let your faith never be shaken, that God will 
establish his own perfect justice in his own perfect time.  But there 
is another part of the answer in Solomon’s conclusion.  And that is 
that,

B. God will test all men to prove and purify them.
v.18

The Hebrew word for test is actually a word relating to the idea 
of purging, cleansing or purifying.  Testing, in the sense of making 
pure or clean.  And so, in his own perfect goodness and 
according to the exercise of his own sovereign authority, he 
allows much injustice and much unrighteousness for the purpose 
of purifying and cleansing his own people.

That’s Peter’s confidence and hope in,
1 Peter 1:6  “In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little 

while, if need be, you have been grieved by various trials, 7 that 

the genuineness of your faith, being much more precious than 
gold that perishes, though it is tested by fire, may be found to 
praise, honor, and glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”

Likewise, 
James 1:2  “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into 

various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces 
patience. 4 But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be 
perfect and complete, lacking nothing.”

Thirdly, then, in answer to this objection to God’s sovereignty, 
we learn that,

C. God humbles men with the realization that their  
circumstances are no different than those of brute beasts.
v.18b  “...God tests them, that they may see that they 

themselves are like animals." 19 For what happens to the sons of 
men also happens to animals; one thing befalls them: as one 
dies, so dies the other. Surely, they all have one breath; man has 
no advantage over animals, for all is vanity. 20 All go to one 
place: all are from the dust, and all return to dust. 21 Who knows 
the spirit of the sons of men, which goes upward, and the spirit of 
the animal, which goes down to the earth?”

That is clearly intended for our humility.  We are creatures 
created in the image of God, to be sure.  Unlike the rest of 
creation, morally related to God and redeemed by the blood of 
Christ to be adopted into his own family.  But also, not in 
contradiction to that, we are, in another sense, no different from 
brute beasts.  From the animals of the field.

The proof?  Verse 19, “For what happens to the sons of men 
also happens to animals; one thing befalls them: as one dies, so 
dies the other.”
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In one sense, death for animals and death for mankind is the 
same–the separation of the body from what is called in the Bible 
“the breath of life.”  And in this regard, there is no difference!

v.19b  “Surely, they all have one breath; man has no 
advantage over animals, for all is vanity.”

And, further, the constituent parts of a man and of an animal 
are the same, that is, body and breath, the body formed from the 
dust of the earth and the breath breathed into that dust by the 
power of God who gives life.

v.20 All go to one place: all are from the dust, and all return to 
dust.”

A couple cross references to prove this point,

Gen. 2:7  “And the LORD God formed man of the dust of the 
ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man 
became a living being.”

It is the breath of life that makes man a living being, a living 
soul.  But look at the similarity with the other animals,

Gen. 2:19  “Out of the ground the LORD God formed every 
beast of the field and every bird of the air, and brought them to 
Adam to see what he would call them. And whatever Adam called 
each living creature, that was its name.”

Each living creature.  Same Hebrew words, each living being.  
Or even, more provocatively, each living soul.  

Then the covenant with Noah, which included the beasts,
Gen. 9:9  “And as for Me, behold, I establish My covenant with 

you and with your descendants after you, 10 "and with every 
living creature that is with you: the birds, the cattle, and every 

beast of the earth with you, of all that go out of the ark, every 
beast of the earth. 11 "Thus I establish My covenant with you: 
Never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of the flood; 
never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.”

Every living creature!  Men and beasts.  The chapter goes on,
Gen. 9:12 And God said:  “This is the sign of the covenant 

which I make between Me and you, and every living creature that 
is with you, for perpetual generations:  13  “I set My rainbow in the 
cloud, and it shall be for the sign of the covenant between Me and 
the earth. 14 "It shall be, when I bring a cloud over the earth, that 
the rainbow shall be seen in the cloud; 15 "and I will remember 
My covenant which is between Me and you and every living 
creature of all flesh; the waters shall never again become a flood 
to destroy all flesh. 16 "The rainbow shall be in the cloud, and I 
will look on it to remember the everlasting covenant between God 
and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth." 17 And 
God said to Noah, "This is the sign of the covenant which I have 
established between Me and all flesh that is on the earth.”

So Solomon’s point in Ecclesiastes 3 is that despite our 
uniqueness as human beings created in the image of God, we 
are, still, nonetheless, joined together with the other animals 
within the category of creature!  Within the category of creaturely 
living beings, living souls.  And as such, from a strictly natural or 
physical perspective, we share a common destiny.  

v.20  “All go to one place: all are from the dust, and all return 
to dust.”

And remember the big picture, that that declaration is an 
answer to the supposed problem of a man saying to God, “You 
can’t be sovereign and you can’t be good if you allow such 
injustice and unrighteousness to abound among men.”  The 
answer from God, “You men are but creatures, and I am God.”

Page  of 5 7



Now, verse 21 is a transition, for lest we fall into grievous 
error, the distinction between man and beast is still maintained.  
The moral nature of man, in a relationship of personal communion 
with God, is established.  Indeed, the eternal accountability and 
communion of human beings with their creature.

v.21  “Who knows the spirit of the sons of men, which goes 
upward, and the spirit of the animal, which goes down to the 
earth?”

Thus, we move to,
III. A PROPER RESPONSE FROM MEN.
God has answered the objection that comes from a short-

sighted perception all-too-often common to men.  God is God, 
and we are but creatures.  He will establish his own perfect justice 
in his own time.  But what, then, are we to do?  How shall we 
respond?  What is the application for us, even us sitting here this 
morning?  

First, as I have already mentioned from verse 21,

A. Recognize the glory that God bestows upon mankind.
You ought to be humbled by verses 19-20.  Appropriately 

humbled, such that you are not tempted to think more highly of 
yourself than you ought.  And then, with that humility, consider,

v.21

That’s not a question of doubt, I believe, but of conviction, 
perhaps well paraphrased, “There are not many who take to heart 
as thought ought to the fact that the spirit of man goes upward, 
and that the spirit of the beast goes downward to the earth.”  
(Leupold)    At least, not enough who realize that.  

It is the realization of the Psalmist in,

Ps. 8:1  “O LORD, our Lord, How excellent is Your name in all 

the earth, Who have set Your glory above the heavens! 2 Out of 
the mouth of babes and nursing infants You have ordained 
strength, Because of Your enemies, That You may silence the 
enemy and the avenger. 3 When I consider Your heavens, the 
work of Your fingers, The moon and the stars, which You have 
ordained, 4 What is man that You are mindful of him, And the son 
of man that You visit him? 5 For You have made him a little lower 
than the angels, And You have crowned him with glory and honor. 
6 You have made him to have dominion over the works of Your 
hands; You have put all things under his feet, 7 All sheep and 
oxen-- Even the beasts of the field, 8 The birds of the air, And the 
fish of the sea That pass through the paths of the seas. 9 O 
LORD, our Lord, How excellent is Your name in all the earth!”

So how, now, are we to respond, who are endowed with this 
glory of being the crowning accomplishment of God’s creation?  
Shall we question his providence?  Question his goodness by our 
own measures of what is good or not good?  Shall we challenge 
God’s authority or reject and despise the notion of his goodness, 
just because we see things in our own lives that seem to us to 
contradict that sovereignty or betray that goodness?  No, 
absolutely, positively, no.

Instead, even if you perceive from your own perspective that 
injustice or unrighteousness abounds, the response to which you 
and I are called, in the personal application of Solomon’s wisdom 
in Ecclesiastes 3, is to,

B. Rejoice in the work which God gives you to do.
In other words, rather than worry about those things which 

God says are his responsibility, rejoice in the responsibilities he 
gives to you.  Rather than fret about the unrighteousness of the 
wicked, rejoice in the exercise of your own righteousness as you 
fulfill all that God has for you to do.
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Solomon’s words,
v.22  “So I perceived that nothing is better than that a man 

should rejoice in his own works, for that is his heritage.”

Your “heritage” means your “lot.”  That which is assigned to 
you.  And this is not a dull resignation, not a mere submission to 
the duties of life.  It is not at all the sense of simply giving up and 
accepting your fate, but rejoice, beloved, rejoice in the work God 
gives you!  Take your focus off the wickedness and injustice of the 
world, and spend your life in the service of doing God’s pleasure.  

There is not better in life, than to set yourself to doing joyfully 
what God has set before you to do.  That might be mundane and 
insignificant according to the judgments of the world.  It might be 
unimportant and undervalued by the world system in which you 
live, but therein is joy–doing what God sets before you to do, 
whatever it might be.

1 Cor. 10:31  “Therefore, whether you eat or drink, or 
whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.”

Or, in the practical simplicity of,
1 Thes. 4:11  “...that you also aspire to lead a quiet life, to 

mind your own business, and to work with your own hands, as we 
commanded you, 12 that you may walk properly toward those 
who are outside, and that you may lack nothing.”

There is nothing better for you than to rejoice in doing just 
that, to find meaning and satisfaction in doing just that!

With one final note and application,

C. Be content in the lot which God assigns to you.
For some people, that is a hard lesson to learn, but oh, how 

necessary!  Contentment.

v.22b  “...For who can bring him to see what will happen after 
him?”

In other words, the future remains unknown to you, for God 
has kept it unknown.  No one knows what will happen to him.  
Thus,  rather than struggling against the uncertainties of what lies 
ahead, those things beyond your ability to control and above your 
ability to know, rather than struggling with those things that are 
yet to be, be content with the lot God has assigned to you today, 
in the present.

I hope your realize how this fits Solomon’s overall theme.  If 
there is no God, or if God has no purpose and plan worked out 
according to his goodness, then all of life is vanity.  Full of trouble.  
But rather than simply giving in to the inevitable certainty of 
having to bear injustice and unrighteousness in this world, 
recognize who you are as a creature fashioned by God in his own 
image.  And then, as such a creature, rejoice in the work which 
God gives you to do.  

And only then will it be possible to learn contentment!  Not a 
blind submission to an impersonal fate, but a contentment that 
although God hasn’t told you all the details, yet still,

Rom. 8:28  “...we know that all things work together for good 
to those who love God, to those who are the called according to 
His purpose.”

On that basis, people of God, learn the secret and the wisdom 
of contentment to the lot which God himself has assigned to you.
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