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LESSONS ON ECCLESIASTES #5 – Chapters 8:16 – 11:7 

Up to now, we’ve stuck strictly to chapter divisions in these lessons, but this lesson laps over a bit into a 

couple of verses leading into chapter 9, and the first few verses of chapter 11. 

I. Qoheleth’s Discourse - In my (KLC’s) reading of these chapters, it appeared to me that Eccl. 8:16-9:16 

form a fairly cohesive discourse, as follows: 

 8:16 When I applied my mind to know wisdom, and to see the business that is done on earth, 

 how one's eyes see sleep neither day nor night, 17 then I saw all the work of God, that no one 

 can find out what is happening under the sun. However much they may toil in seeking, they will 

 not find it out; even though those who are wise claim to know, they cannot find it out. 

 9: 1 All this I laid to heart, examining it all, how the righteous and the wise and their deeds are in 

 the hand of God; whether it is love or hate one does not know. Everything that confronts 

 them 2 is fleeting, since the same fate comes to all, to the righteous and the wicked, to the good 

 and the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to those who sacrifice and those who do not sacrifice. 

 As are the good, so are the sinners; those who swear are like those who shun an oath. 3 This is 

 an evil in all that happens under the sun, that the same fate comes to everyone. Moreover, the 

 hearts of all are full of evil; madness is in their hearts while they live, and after that they go to 

 the dead.  

 4 But whoever is joined with all the living has hope, for a living dog is better than a dead lion.

 5 The living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no more reward, 

 and even the memory of them is lost. 6 Their love and their hate and their envy have already 

 perished; never again will they have any share in all that happens under the sun.  

 7 Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has long 

 ago approved what you do. 8 Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on 

 your head. 9 Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your fleeting life that are 

 given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil 

 under the sun.  

 10 Whatever your hand finds to do, do with your might; for there is no work or thought or 

 knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.  

 11 Again I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor 

 bread to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to the skillful; but time and chance 

 happen to them all. 12 For no one can anticipate the time of disaster. Like fish taken in a cruel 



 net, and like birds caught in a snare, so mortals are snared at a time of calamity, when it 

 suddenly falls upon them.  

 13 I have also seen this example of wisdom under the sun, and it seemed great to me. 14 There 

 was a little city with few people in it. A great king came against it and besieged it, building great 

 siegeworks against it. 15 Now there was found in it a poor wise man, and he by his wisdom 

 delivered the city. Yet no one remembered that poor man. 16 So I said, "Wisdom is better than 

 might; yet the poor man's wisdom is despised, and his words are not heeded."  

 

So what is all this saying?   

Basically, I think, it says that life and the world are inscrutable.  No matter how much time and energy 

people invest in trying to figure it all out, no one ever really does so (Eccl. 8:16-17).  An after-echo in 

much the same line of thought occurs a couple of chapters on: 

 11:5 Just as you do not know how the breath comes to the bones in the mother's womb, so you 

 do not know the work of God, who makes everything.  

Continuing on from 8:17, commentators agree that 9:1 is very difficult to interpret: 

 9: 1a All this I laid to heart, examining it all, how the righteous and the wise and their deeds are 

 in the hand of God; whether it is love or hate one does not know. 

What, here, is the “it” that may be either love or hate?  And who may be doing the loving or hating?  

Choon-Leong Seow notes: “Love and hate may refer to human emotions that accompany their deeds, or 

to divine favor or disfavor.” (NOAB, p. 945) 

For myself, I think “it” is the fact that we can’t figure “it all” out.  We are in God’s hands, for either good 

or ill, and… in Qoheleth’s perspective… we can’t know if either what happens, or our inability to know 

itself, flow from either God’s love or hate….  (Or, perhaps God’s apathy?)  Is God loving and caring?  Is 

God angry and hostile?  Both? Neither?  Qoheleth has decided that it can’t be figured out.  The signals 

are too mixed, and we all share the same ultimate fate… Death. 

 9:1b Everything that confronts them 2 is fleeting, since the same fate comes to all, to the 

 righteous and the wicked, to the good and the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to those who 

 sacrifice and those who do not sacrifice. As are the good, so are the sinners; those who swear are 

 like those who shun an oath. 3 This is an evil in all that happens under the sun, that the same 

 fate comes to everyone. Moreover, the hearts of all are full of evil; madness is in their hearts 

 while they live, and after that they go to the dead. 

If Job were a real historical figure, instead of a basically literary figure, we might imagine that he could 

also be the author of Ecclesiastes.  He, too, wrestled with the inscrutability of God, and of how life sorts 

itself out.  He, too, wondered what it said about the actual character of God.  Was God good, bad, or 

indifferent?  With Job, the answer was that God is ALMIGHTY, and the suggestion of a far more complex 

(ala Chaos Theory) order in things… with mortals basically left to muddle along.  Qoheleth’s text lacks 

the grand vision of Job, but seems to agree with the “muddling onward” part: 

 9:4 But whoever is joined with all the living has hope, for a living dog is better than a dead lion….  



 7 Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has long 

 ago approved what you do. 8 Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on 

 your head. 9 Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your fleeting life that are 

 given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil 

 under the sun.  

 10 Whatever your hand finds to do, do with your might; for there is no work or thought or 

 knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.  

The question that arises is whether this turning to “life” is a sort of consolation prize, or “the” true prize?  

Given Qoheleth’s approach, the answer may lie with the reader.  But, it brings to mind the beloved and 

exuberant song from Fiddler on the Roof:  

 Here's to our prosperity, our good health and happiness, 
 and most important ... 
 To life, to life, l’chai-im, lL’chai-im, l’chai-im, to life! 
 Here's to the father I tried to be, 
 Here's to my bride-to-be, 
 Drink l’chai-im, to life! 
 To life, l’chai-im, l’chai-im, l’chai-im, to life! 
 Life has a way of confusing us, 
 Blessing and bruising us, 
 Drink l’chai-im, to life! 
 God would like us to be joyful, even when our hearts lie 
 panting on the floor. 
 How much more can we be joyful, when there's really 
 something to be joyful for? 
 To life, to life, l’chai-im …. (excerpted, words by Jerry Bock) 

Qoheleth’s discourse continues, with an ever-timely reminder: 

 9:11 Again I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor 

 bread to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to the skillful; but time and chance 

 happen to them all…. 

Changing songs, it’s a very “Que sera, sera… whatever will be, will be….” sort of world, and yet one 

where a few quiet words of wisdom can still undo great might and force (Eccl. 9:13-16) 

[Personal note: The number of songs that keep coming to mind is rather startling!  The two here, plus 

“Dust in the Wind” and “Turn, Turn, Turn…” earlier.] 

II. Various sayings…. 

The section starting at 9:17 and extending through chapter 10 contains an assortment of proverbial 

sayings, none of which need really detain us… except perhaps one that comes across as unintentionally 

ironic in current U.S. culture: 

  10:2 The heart of the wise inclines to the right, but the heart of a fool to the left. 3 Even when 

 fools walk on the road, they lack sense, and show to everyone that they are fools.  



Qoheleth’s text here is not political, of course.  The old (clean) right hand / (unclean) left hand prejudice 

is the actual background here.  Or, the later images of the angel on the right shoulder, and the devil on 

the left.  Here, one assumes Lady Wisdom to the right, and Lady Folly to the left. 

That said, one wonders – tongue firmly in cheek – whether in light of verse 3 all British drivers (driving 

on the left) are thus to be classed as fools??? 

III. Prudent living…. 

Chapter 11 begins with one of the most famous, and enigmatic, sayings in Ecclesiastes: 

 11:1 Send out your bread upon the waters, for after many days you will get it back. 2 Divide your 

 means seven ways, or even eight, for you do not know what disaster may happen on earth. 

Not surprisingly, commentators vary on how to interpret verse 1, with some suggesting that it means 

something like “do spontaneous good deeds, and see what happens….”  The translators of The New 

English Bible took a very different tack on verses 1-2, commended by Prof. Robert Davidson (Glasgow 

Univ.) in his commentary in The Daily Study Bible series:   

 11:1 Send your grain across the seas, and in time you will get a return. 2 Divide your 

 merchandise among seven ventures, eight maybe, since you do not know what disasters may 

 occur on earth. 

Which, I think, is basically to say that prudent risk-taking is part of living, but… to borrow a much later 

saying… “don’t put all your eggs in one basket!”  The theme, as interpreted by the NEB, continues in 

verses 3-4 & 6: 

 3 When clouds are full, they empty rain on the earth; whether a tree falls to the south or to the 

 north, in the place where the tree falls, there it will lie. 4 Whoever observes the wind will not 

 sow; and whoever regards the clouds will not reap…. 6 In the morning sow your seed, and at 

 evening do not let your hands be idle; for you do not know which will prosper, this or that, or 

 whether both alike will be good. 

Again as the son of a Kansas farmer, all of the observations in these few verses ring absolutely true!  The 

observation on sowing with an eye to the wind… back then by broadcasting seeds… and on keeping 

watch on the clouds during harvest season (and haying time), works both ways.  More than once I’ve 

helped get a load of hay under cover just in the nick of time… but the work still had to go on. 

These verses are another place where some of Jesus’s parables… his form of Wisdom teaching… come to 

mind.  There is the parable of the sower and the seeds (Matthew 13:1-23, Mark 4:1-20, and Luke 8:4-15), 

and of the invested talents (Matthew 25:14–30 Luke 19:11–27).  There is also the puzzling tale of the 

unjust steward who avoid ruin by cutting deals with all those who owed him (Luke 16:1-13).  And, so 

on….  They serve to remind us that alongside the seemingly simple surface meanings of such texts, 

broader and deeper implications often lie, waiting to be pondered. 

IV. Pondering Qoheleth 

With one lesson to go, this seems a good place to pause and ponder Qoheleth himself for a bit.  We 

know no more about the historical identity of the “Gatherer” than we did at the outset, but we may 

know more of his inner workings than we do of almost anyone else in the Bible.  Qoheleth has clearly 



moved in circles of wealth, power, and privilege… and has come to realize how “fleeting” they all are.  

Qoheleth is scholar, philosopher, and observer enough to notice times and cycles, the futility of 

achievement, and the randomness of providence… all seemingly unlinked to virtue or evil.  Qoheleth 

believes in God, but isn’t sure whether God is favorably or unfavorably disposed to humanity.  Qoheleth 

is above all prudent in relation to God, and to those with power.  He is not particularly keen on having 

children (who will misuse their inheritance).  He does value companionship (including that of a spouse), 

satisfying work, and the simple pleasures of food, drink, and a good night’s sleep….  And with that, we 

await the last lesson from Qoheleth, concluding this series with the remainder of chapters 11 and 12. 

 


