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Our text today is the first 13 verses of chapter 7. It is a collection of 

proverbs, but with a twist and it is that twist that will be our focus as we 

consider this passage. As we have seen before, the author of 

Ecclesiastes is struggling with things in life that do not seem to make 

sense. He is looking at life from the perspective of life under the sun 

which is another way of saying that he is looking at life without taking 

God into account – at least much of the time.  

Now we can and must look at this idea of looking at life without taking 

God into account in two ways. One the one hand, the passages that 

describe life under the sun show us the implications of not taking God 

into account at all. The author of Ecclesiastes is often drawing out the 

implications of life that does not take God into account at all. Such a life 

is ultimately meaningless and futile. If death is the end of existence, 

then ultimately nothing matters. But this idea of life under the sun that 

does not take God into account also describes the perspective of 

believers who are overwhelmed with the absurdities of life and with the 

apparent senselessness of so much of life. There are times when those 

who believe in God struggle with the fact that life is so full of bad things 

and it often appears to be futile and even sometimes not worth living.  

And the verses that we are going to look at this morning can be seen in 

both of these ways. These verses draw out the implications of life under 

the sun if God is not in the picture. But they also describe what life can 

look like for believers when they feel that God’s way with the world 

does not make sense and that life seems to be nothing more than pain 



and futility. The book of Ecclesiastes and the verses we are going to look 

at this morning describe this part of the experience of believers. 

The section that we are going to look at today is a collection of 

proverbs, but these are different from the proverbs in the book of 

Proverbs. The book of Proverbs is mostly about how the world works. It 

is about patterns that usually are the case. It is about things in the world 

that make sense. Ecclesiastes is dealing with things in the world that do 

not make sense. Ecclesiastes deals with that part of human experience 

where things are mysterious or absurd or enigmatic and do not happen 

the way that you would expect them to. The key verse in this section 

that we are looking at this morning is verse 13 which says, “Consider the 

work of God: who can make straight what he has made crooked?” The 

assumption here is that God exists, and he is in control, but the problem 

is that so many things are crooked – that is, they are not as they ought 

to be. And they are that way in spite of the fact that God exists and is in 

control. So, things are crooked while God is in control. Who then can 

make them straight? “Consider the work of God: who can make straight 

what he has made crooked?” So, we are looking at a world that is God’s 

world but is full of crookedness – of injustice and oppression and 

suffering and misery and apparent meaninglessness and futility.  

So, let’s work our way through these proverbs and try to understand the 

point that Ecclesiastes is making. We will have to go through them fairly 

quickly so that we have some time to consider the overall point that is 

being made. It will be helpful to have your Bibles open before you. And 

if you miss something, don’t worry, it’s the overall point that is 

important here.  

So, verse 1: “A good name is better than precious ointment, and the day 

of death than the day of birth.”  The first part of the proverb makes 

sense. The second part is the twist. We understand that it is a good 

thing to have a good name. But why is the day of death better than the 

day of birth, and what does the second half of the proverb have to do 

with the first half?  

The second half of this proverb makes the first half pointless. And that is 

the point. The point is that while “a good name is better than precious 

ointment,” it is not of much value because life is so meaningless and/or 



awful that “the day of death” is better “than the dead of birth.”  This is a 

point that Ecclesiastes has made explicitly a number of times. For 

instance, in 4:2-3 he had written, “And I thought of the dead who are 

already dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive. But 

better than both is he who has not yet been and has not seen the evil 

deeds that are done under the sun.”  This is the point of him saying that 

“the day of death” is better “than the day of birth.”  When you look at 

life under the sun, it seems meaningless and simply awful. The rich 

oppress the poor. God has not given the rich power to enjoy their lives 

so that a stillborn child is better off than they are. In the light of these 

pessimistic observations, life sucks, so it is better off to be dead – better 

yet never to have existed. So “the day of death” is better” than “the day 

of birth.” So, a good name is better than precious ointment, but so 

what, if death is better than life.  

The high suicide rate today demonstrates that many people agree with 

this pessimistic view of life under the sun. As our society moves further 

and further away from belief in God, many people come to understand 

that life is ultimately pointless and full of misery, so they decide that it is 

not worth living. Life is worth living if God is in the picture, but 

Ecclesiastes’ point is that without God it is painful and miserable and 

pointless, and even for believers sometimes life does not seem worth 

living.  

On that happy note, we press on. Verse 2, “It is better to go to the 

house of mourning than to go to the house of feasting for this is the end 

of all mankind and the living will lay it to heart.” Here Ecclesiastes is 

reflecting on the fact that we all die. We are all going to die, so we are 

better off in the house of mourning, where we are faced with reality, 

than we are in the house of feasting, where we forget the sad reality 

that our life is like a vapor. It is possible to interpret this in a positive 

way as wisdom calling us “to number our days that we may get a heart 

of wisdom,” as Psalm 90 tells us to do, but that ignores that Ecclesiastes 

has just said that life under the sun sucks, so it is better to be dead than 

it is to be at the beginning of a miserable pointless life. So, “it is better 

to go to the house of mourning than to go to the house of feasting” 

because death is to be preferred over life. 



Verse 3, “Sorrow is better than laughter, for by sadness the face of the 

heart is made glad.” Here our thoughts are led along the same path. 

“Sorrow is better than laughter” because sorrow is more appropriate 

than laughter in a life that is futile and painful. The second half which 

says “by sadness the face of the heart is made glad” is more difficult. It 

could be saying that people who are obsessed with death and even take 

pleasure in it are on the right track. If death is better than life, then it 

makes sense to be glad in the face of death. Again, this is a very dark 

proverb, but it fits with Ecclesiastes’ dark view of life under the sun. If 

God is not in the picture at all, it might seem that death is to be 

preferred over life. And again, believers can sometimes feel that way 

too when they are overwhelmed with all the suffering and absurdities of 

life. 

Verse 4, “The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the 

heart of fools is in the house of mirth.” Again, this is perfectly consistent 

with the statement that “the day of death” is better” than the day of 

death. All of these proverbs are rooted in this same idea that life under 

the sun is so pointless and awful that death is preferable to life. And 

therefore, for people who believe that this life is all there is are fools 

when they are in the house of mirth. They are living for the moment. 

They are not facing the grim reality of death. They are not facing the 

grim reality of all the injustice and suffering in the world. Craig 

Bartholomew sums up this verse in his commentary, “Qohelet’s logic 

leads him to the view that the wise person is consumed with death and 

the fool with the celebration and joy” (p.247). 

Verses 5-6, “It is better for a man to hear the rebuke of the wise than to 

hear the song of fools. For as the crackling of thorns under a pot, so is 

the laughter of the fools; this also is vanity.” Now here we have a couple 

of proverbs that are expressions of straightforward wisdom. We find 

similar proverbs in the book of Proverbs. Proverbs 17:10 says “A rebuke 

goes deeper into a man of understanding than a hundred blows into a 

fool.”  This is biblical wisdom. One of the ways to gain wisdom is to 

listen to rebuke. That is the kind of instruction that we are used to 

hearing from the Bible. It may be fun to hear the song of fools, but it 

does not make you wise. Rather, hearing the rebuke of the wise does 

make you wise.  



Verse 6 also sounds like regular wisdom. “For as the crackling of thorns 

under a pot, so is the laughter of the fools….” “One commentator has 

said this about “the crackling of thorns”: “Thistles provide quick flames, 

little heat, and a lot of unpleasant noise.”  What a striking image! - to 

compare “the laughter of the fools” to “the crackling of thorns under a 

pot”! The laughter of fools is empty and irritating and very far removed 

from the reality of life. But the last part of the verse brings in the twist; 

“This also is vanity.” So here we have the same pattern as the proverbs 

that we have already considered. They are in keeping with the point 

that Ecclesiastes is making throughout the book that life under the sun 

seems futile and empty and does not make sense. In this case we have a 

couple of proverbs that do make sense, but Ecclesiastes calls them 

vanity. The point seems to be that regular wisdom is vain when it comes 

to life under the sun. It may be that it is wiser to listen to rebuke than to 

“hear the song of fools.” And it may be that the “laughter of the fools” is 

like “the crackling of thorns under a pot,” but so what? What does that 

matter if it makes no difference if one is a wise man or a fool because 

both end up dead anyway! This also is vanity. 

Back in chapter 2:16-17 he had written, “16For of the wise as of the fool 

there is no enduring remembrance, seeing that in the days to come all 

will have been long forgotten. How the wise dies just like the fool! 17So I 

hated life, because what is done under the sun was grievous to me, for 

all is vanity and a striving after wind." This is the attitude he is reflecting 

when he takes to normal sounding proverbs about wisdom and 

foolishness and says they are vanity. His point is that it makes no 

difference if one is a fool or if one is wise because “the day of death” is 

better than “the day of birth.” If life is not worth living what difference 

does it make if you are wise person or if you are a fool? In a few years 

you will be dead anyway and then you will be better off than you are 

now. That is what Ecclesiastes is saying about life under the sun. He is 

pushing the envelope. He is working out the implications of the 

absurdity of life if death is the end. Paul did the same when he said in 1 

Corinthians 15 that if there is no resurrection from the dead we might 

as well “eat and drink, for tomorrow we die” (1 Corinthians 15:32). 

Verse 7, “Surely oppression drives the wise into madness, and a bribe 

corrupts the heart.”  Again, why bother trying to be wise. It will only 



drive you crazy when you see how oppression makes the world go 

round. “Oppression drives the wise into madness.” Why then would 

anyone want to be wise? Ernest Hemingway reflected this sentiment 

when he said, “Happiness in intelligent people is the rarest thing I 

know.” Ecclesiastes is saying that it is very depressing to be wise in a 

world in which the abuse of the weak by the strong is such a constant. 

There is a kind of despair here. Why bother to be wise when all it does is 

make you crazy? 

Further, in a world in which bribery is the way in which things get done, 

even a wise person can be easily corrupted. Ecclesiastes is thinking 

about the world in which oppression is normal and in which bribery is 

often the way to get things done and he is saying that even the wise end 

up crazy and compromised. 

Now in the next verses to verse 12, the negativity is not as pronounced, 

but it is still there. There are ideas that are similar to the first six verses 

and so we need to consider this section along the same lines of verse 1-

6, especially in the light of verse 13 which says, “Consider the work of 

God: who can make straight what he has made crooked.” His point is 

that the world is crooked, and that mankind cannot make is straight.  

Verses 8-9, “Better is the end of a thing than its beginning, and the 

patient in spirit is better than the proud in spirit. Be not quick in your 

spirit to become angry, for anger lodges in the heart of fools.” “Better 

the end of a thing than its beginning.” That fits with the idea that the 

“day of death” is better “than the day of birth.”  If life is meaningless 

and unpleasant, better to get it over with. So also, with the parts of life. 

The end spells relief from misery or futility. “The patient in spirit is 

better than the proud in spirit.” This is normal sounding wisdom, but 

interpreted in this context, it takes on a more cynical meaning. If, as 

verse 13 says, no one “can make straight what [God] has made crooked” 

then you might as well be patient because you can’t change anything 

anyway and not to be patient in this way is to be “proud in spirit.” One 

commentator says of these words, “Verse 8b supports this view that 

patience for, perhaps even a resignation concerning, the end leaves one 

in a much better place than a prideful spirit that thinks it can make 



something of life that God himself seems determined to undermine” 

(Enns, loc. 1151).  

In the light of the fact that this is the way the world is, it is all the more 

foolish to become angry. “Be not quick in your spirit to become angry, 

for anger lodges in the heart of fools.” Again, this is normal sounding 

wisdom, but the context of despair and disillusionment about life under 

the sun, give the proverb a cynical twist that is in keeping with the rest 

of the section. 

Verse 10 is also to be interpreted in this light. “Say not, ‘Why were the 

former days better than these?’ For it is not from wisdom that you ask 

this.” A person who is disillusioned about life in the present, might be 

tempted to think that things used to be better in the past. Ecclesiastes is 

saying that such nostalgia is pointless. Whether the past was better 

than the present is irrelevant because we can’t go back there anyway, 

but even more to the point, the past was also lived in the shadow of 

death and full of misery and oppression and unhappiness. It is foolish to 

long for the past. The same commentator again, “So do not be a fool by 

asking for the good old days, because anyone with eyes to see can tell 

you that there is no substantive difference between the two. There is no 

profit; all is hebel [vanity] (Enns, loc. 1151). 

Verse 11. “Wisdom is good with an inheritance, an advantage for those 

who see the sun. For the protection of wisdom is like the protection of 

money, and the advantage of knowledge is that wisdom preserves the 

life of him who has it.”  In the light of the context there is an 

ambivalence about both wisdom and money. Money offers protection 

in a cutthroat world, but as we have learned from 5:10-17, money 

comes with lots of problems as well. The more you have, the more you 

need. It is easily lost. You can’t take it with you. There is no ultimate 

gain from it. And wisdom, verse 12 says “preserves the life of him who 

has it,” but what good is that if “the day of death” is better than “the 

day of birth.”  Money and wisdom can give you protection and preserve 

your life, but if death is preferred to life, that is not much of an 

advantage.  

And then we come to verse 13, “Consider the work of God: who can 

make straight what he has made crooked?” Notice how this verse 



expresses an unhappiness with God’s way with the world. It 

acknowledges that God is there and that he is in control, but it says that 

God’s world is a very crooked place. It is a place where death makes 

everything meaningless. It is a place where it makes no difference 

whether one is good or evil or whether one is wise or a fool. It is a world 

in which the dead are better off than the living. At this point, the author 

of Ecclesiastes is not very happy with God’s way with the world. 

Now what are we to do with this? This is a rather different message 

than “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice” (Philippians 

4:4). This is a rather different perspective on life than we find in most of 

the rest of the Bible. The Bible as a whole has a much more hopeful 

perspective on life and death and suffering and all of the horrible things 

about life. But this perspective is part of what we find in the Bible and it 

is an important perspective and ultimately a comforting one. 

This sad and cynical perspective is absolutely the case if life is lived 

apart from God. Life is ultimately meaningless and hopeless and futile if 

death is truly the end. This perspective exposes the bleak reality of life if 

there is no God and death is the end. But for God’s people, it is 

sometimes the way they experience life. God’s people sometimes 

struggle with life. Their suffering can be so overwhelming at times that 

they may wish they were dead. Listen to what Job said when he was 

overwhelmed by his suffering. Job 3:20–22, "20“Why is light given to him 

who is in misery, and life to the bitter in soul, 21who long for death, but 

it comes not, and dig for it more than for hidden treasures, 22who 

rejoice exceedingly and are glad when they find the grave?"  

Actually, the book of Job is a good commentary on the negativity about 

God and his way with the world that we see in this passage. Job also 

was not very happy with God and with life in God’s world. And he let 

God know. In chapter 13:24 he says to God, “Why do you hide your face 

and count me as your enemy?” In chapter 14:1 he says, “Man who is 

born of a woman is few of days and full of trouble.”  In chapter 21:7 he 

says, “Why do the wicked live, and reach old age, and grow mighty in 

power?” Job has a lot of complains about God and his way of governing 

the world. But what happens? … God lets Job speak. He lets him air his 



grievances. God lets Job complain about the way that God is treating 

him and all the other bad things that God lets happen.  

But then God speaks out of the whirlwind. Chapters 38 and 39 of the book 

of Job. And God says “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without 

knowledge? And God asks Job a long list of questions. Job can answer 

none of those questions. God is pointing out that there are a lot of things 

that Job does not know and his point is that there are a lot of things about 

God and his way with the world that Job cannot understand. God sums 

up his point by saying, “Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty?” 

(Job 40:2). And finally, Job gets it and says “I know that you can do all 

things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted…. Therefore, I have 

uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I 

did not know…. I have heard of you with the hearing of the ear, but now 

my eye sees you; therefore, I despise myself and repent in dust and 

askes” (Job 42:1-6) 

Ecclesiastes comes to the same point when at the end of the book he 

says, “The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep his 

commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. For God will bring 

every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil.”  

But the point of our text this morning is that the author of Ecclesiastes 

had these thoughts and he expressed them and they are part of the Word 

of God. Job had similar thoughts and he expressed them and they are part 

of the Word of God. And that is a great comfort for us when we have 

similar thoughts. We are allowed to express them. The Word of God gives 

us permission to do that if we express them to God and if we do so with 

an underlying submission to God.  

It is possible to express such thoughts in a rebellious way. It is possible to 

express such thoughts as an expression of hatred and defiance. That is to 

make one an enemy of God. But this passage shows us that we can also 

express them in a way that questions but still acknowledges that God is 

God. The Bible gives us permission to do that because God understands 

how overwhelming the suffering and the intellectual struggles of life can 

be. He allows us to say what is on our heart. And then he will bring us to 

the place of submission to the God whose ways are so much higher than 



our ways. He will bring us to the place where we see that the place of rest 

is the place of fearing God. 

And the great encouragement that we have to do that is that the main 

point of the Bible is that God is at work to fix all that is wrong with the 

world. That is implied in Ecclesiastes’ conclusion that “God will bring 

every deed into judgment.”  God is going to judge the world. God is going 

to renew all things. God is going to bring his kingdom. God is going to 

renew the creation. God is going to fix all these things that are wrong with 

the world. 

And Jesus Christ is the key to that plan. The reason that we can trust in 

the midst of the brokenness of this world is God’s plan for the renewal of 

all things which centers on Jesus. And Jesus came not only to renew the 

world. He came to renew us, for we are part of the problem of all that is 

wrong with the world. We contribute our fair share to the suffering and 

the injustice and the oppression in this world. We are not only the victims 

of the mess that is life under the sun. We are perpetrators. We are the 

problem. And Jesus is the answer. His mission was the save us from our 

sins. He died that we might be spared in the judgment of God. He lives 

that we might be part of the renewal that will one day be complete in us 

and in the whole creation. 

And so, it is true that the life under the sun can often seems futile, and 

pointless, and even agonizing. Sometimes even for God’s people, oblivion 

seems preferable to life. There may be times when you hate life and wish 

you were never born. Thank God there are examples of people who felt 

that way in the Bible! The Bible does not minimize how hard and how 

awful life can sometimes be. But the biblical answer is trust. In the face 

of the absurdities of life, trust in the God who is so much bigger than we 

are and who has shown in the most spectacular way that he can and does 

turn the greatest evil into the greatest good. That is what the cross shows 

us. And with that foundational event for the meaning of life and the goal 

of life, we can face the vanity and the futility and sometimes the agony 

of life and rest in the one who went through all if it and more, so that we 

might live quietly trusting that God will work it all out for good. 


