
I Intro. (Apr. 6, 2008) 

 In the English text (NASB), the term 

“better” appears twenty-three times in Ecc. and 

eight times in this section. It appears one hundred 

twenty-two times in the whole Bible. So if one 

finds it eight times in one section, that’s 

significant. Perhaps it is not too surprising though, 

since Ecc. is wisdom literature. Wisdom has much 

to do with discerning what is the right decision to 

make as opposed to what one should avoid. 

Solomon here gives us just that sort of insight in 

telling what really is better. 

 What is vital is how one lives his life, not 

the amenities along the way, for death comes 

along quickly. Death is better than birth because it 

brings to a close the life of vanity under the sun 

with its many trials and temptations (Ecc. 7:1-4). 

Prefer something of substance even if it hurts over 

fleeting fantasies (7:5-7). Patience has its place 

too and is better than the alternative (7:8-9). The 

good old days (7:10-12). God is sovereign (7:13-

14). 

 The word for “better” here can be 

translated variously in its variety of forms, “(be) 

good, beneficial, pleasant, favorable, happy, 

right…beautiful, delightful, glad, joyful, precious, 

correct, righteous.”
1
 

 

II “Surprising Insights on What Really Is Better” 

Ecclesiastes 7:1-14 

 A. Death is better than birth (Ecc. 7:1-4). 

  1. (vs. 1) The question here is 

which is better, fragrant body treatments for one’s 

skin, or a great reputation? Is it what people think 

of you or whether you have your luxuries that 

matters? Obviously a “good name” exceeds by far 

in importance whether you have the latest of 

perfumes or colognes. It also turns out “the day of 

one’s death is better than the day of one’s birth.” 

Why does Solomon say that? For one thing, the 

battle is over, and if one gets to the end with a 

good name or reputation, there is no possibility of 

getting off to a good start only to have the whole 

thing turn sour “because of folly,” resulting “in 

nothing”
2
 of any consequence. Life under the sun 

was futility anyway from Solomon’s perspective, 
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even at its best. So whatever lies beyond the grave 

seemed preferable, but better, here, “death is to 

him, who hath a godly name, ‘better’ than the day 

of his birth; ‘far better,’ as Php 1:23 has it.”
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 2. (vs. 2) Why is it “better to go to a 

house of mourning than to go to a house of 

feasting.” Well Solomon said that it was “Because 

that is the end of every man,” that is, that is where 

we are all headed. We gather to grieve when 

others die, and when we die, others will gather to 

grieve for us. The house of mourning or sorrow 

helps us take the proper perspective on “the 

brevity of life.”
4
 It gives “the living” a chance to 

take “it to heart.” It helps them make better 

decisions about how best to spend their earthly 

sojourn. Yes, “The house of feasting often shuts 

out thoughts of God and eternity. The sight of the 

dead in the ‘house of mourning’ causes ‘the living’ 

to think of their own ‘end.’”
5
 

 3. (vs. 3) Accordingly, “Sorrow is 

better than laughter,” for in sorrow and grief and 

mourning, one is confronted head-on with the 

truth about life, and its terrible evanescence or 

brevity. Laughter tends to blind people to these 

same realities. “For when a face is sad,” ironically, 

“a heart may be happy.” This happiness must have 

a different source than the fleeting fancies of this 

earth, though Solomon says almost nothing about 

it. He only hints here and there at these ultimate 

realities (11:9; 12:14). Whatever appears 

permanent to our eyes is not: “I again saw under 

the sun that the race is not to the swift, and the 

battle is not to the warriors, and neither is bread to 

the wise, nor wealth to the discerning, nor favor to 

men of ability; for time and chance overtake them 

all. Moreover, man does not know his time: like 

fish caught in a treacherous net, and birds trapped 

in a snare, so the sons of men are ensnared at an 

evil time when it suddenly falls on them” (Ecc. 

9:11-12). One can learn much in the house of 

mourning that might completely escape him in the 

“house of feasting.” “A sorrow shared may bring 

more inner happiness than an evening with back-

slapping jokers.”
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 4. (vs. 4) It only stands to reason, 

therefore, that “The mind of the wise is in the 

house of mourning, while the mind of fools is in 

the house of pleasure.” Notice that neither man is 

literally in either place, but their minds are there. 

The wise man finds himself literally in a house of 

mourning at some point, and when he leaves, he 

takes the perspective that he gained there and lives 

his life properly in light of that truth, that point of 

view. The fool, on the other hand, goes away from 

his literal experience “in the house of pleasure” 

blinded by it. He lives the rest of his life under the 

fallacious notion that this is “where it’s at.” He 

makes countless unwise and foolish decisions, 

squandering all his resources and dies anyway. 

The cause of sorrow inevitably catches up to him 

as well, but it is to late to change anything to 

prepare for this harsh reality. 

It is no wonder that Moses said in Ps. 

90:12, “So teach us to number our days, that we 

may present to You a heart of wisdom.” 

B. Prefer something of substance even if it 

hurts over fleeting fantasies (7:5-7). 

 1. (vs. 5) It is difficult to say 

whether the fool ever had anyone try to correct 

him or not. Perhaps one tried, but he repudiated 

him as an austere man who did not know how to 

have fun. “Godly reproof offends the flesh, but 

benefits the spirit. Fools’ songs in the house of 

mirth please the flesh, but injure the soul.”
7
 The 

fact is that “It is better to listen to the rebuke of a 

wise man than for one to listen to the song of 

fools.” The much needed “rebuke” is the truth, the 

“song of fools” is a pack of lies, that will 

inevitably fail a person in the end, in his hour of 

greatest need. It would have been oh so much 

better for him to have taken a rebuke to heart. 

 2. (vs. 6) “Thorn bushes” 

apparently were pretty noisy as they popped and 

cracked in the fire for cooking. It was all very 

temporary though, as must be the case with mere 

bushes as they are consumed by the flame. That 

picture reminded Solomon of “the laughter of the 

fool,” which “too” was mere “futility,” and thus 

contained no lasting meaning whatsoever. Clearly 

“it is more beneficial to live life wisely in light of 
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the sober warning of life’s brevity than to live as if 

life were one continual banquet.”
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 3. (vs. 7) We are all subject to 

temptation, even the “wise man,” who could be 

driven to abandon wisdom for foolishness or 

madness under the duress of some sort of 

“oppression,” or hard times, which befall us all at 

some point. Moreover, he might even succumb to 

“a bribe” of some kind, for such has the power to 

corrupt “the heart.” So beware! “Therefore let him 

who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall. No 

temptation has overtaken you but such as is 

common to man; and God is faithful, who will not 

allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, 

but with the temptation will provide the way of 

escape also, that you may be able to endure it” 

(1Cor. 10:12-13). Vs. 7 may be one of the reasons 

for Solomon’s statement in vs. 1b, “the day of 

one’s death is better than the day of one’s birth.” 

For one will be forever safe from falling then. 

C. Patience has its place too and is better 

than the alternative (7:8-9). 

  1. (vs. 8) This is “connected with”
9
 

vs. 7 in that the wise should endure the oppression 

and resist the bribe because the pressure to 

succumb to both is only for a while. So “end of a 

matter is better than its beginning” and those 

things “which now (in ‘the beginning’) perplex 

their faith, will be found by God’s working to be 

overruled to their good.”
10
 It follows that 

“Patience of spirit is better than haughtiness of 

spirit.” Haughtiness of spirit could easily arise in 

the formerly wise man, now gone astray and 

having found “success” as the world measures 

success, in the accumulation of wealth, fame, or 

unmitigated power. See Ps. 73. James said to those 

under pressure, “Behold, we count those blessed 

who endured. You have heard of the endurance of 

Job and have seen the outcome of the Lord’s 

dealings, that the Lord is full of compassion and is 

merciful” (Jm. 5:11). The wise can endure and to 

not have to succumb to temptation and head down 

the road to ruin. 

  2. (vs. 9) A man under pressure 

might easily become a man “eager” or hasty “in” 
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his “heart to be angry.” Solomon says that one 

should not let such a thing happen. The wise man 

should be tempered by self-control in all his 

circumstances. To do the opposite is to play the 

fool, “For anger resides in the bosom of fools,” 

and due to the capricious and volatile nature of 

such people, one can never be sure precisely when 

it will explode. This is an ugly thing. It should not 

be found in us. So endure with patience the 

difficult circumstance in which you find yourself, 

and God will cause it to be for your good in the 

end (Rm. 8:28). 

 D. The good old days (7:10-12). 

  1. (vv. 10-11) Another interesting 

thing that happens under the duress of the present 

is that one can begin to look wistfully at the past 

and how much better things were in the “good old 

days.” He might well wonder out loud, “Why is it 

that the former days were better than these?” 

Perhaps our memories are a little bit cloudy about 

the reality of the past. Paul Harvey says, “The 

good old days weren’t.” Dr. Sellers says, “I’m not 

half the man I used to be, and I never was,” the 

latter reconciling the statement with the facts. 

Solomon has a nice solution for the problem, “Do 

not say” it in the first place. Why? It is because “it 

is not from wisdom that you ask about this.” Job 

made this mistake (Job. 29:2-5). 

 It follows that “Wisdom along with an 

inheritance is good.” In fact, wisdom consistently 

applied results in an inheritance, both in this life 

and in the next (Mk. 10:28 ff.), for God rewards 

the faithful who withstand life’s difficulties (vs. 

7), which He in turn turns to their advantage. 

Further, wisdom helps one manage any benefits 

that might have accrued to one’s account by that 

wisdom. We are not surprised that wisdom is “an 

advantage to those who see the sun.” We certainly 

do not see the apostle Paul looking wistfully at the 

past. Instead, in the midst of perilous 

circumstances, he said, “in all these things we 

overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved 

us” (Rm. 8:37). That was partly based on the fact 

that nothing, “shall be able to separate us from the 

love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord” 

(vs. 39b). 

  2. (vs. 12) Some further benefits of 

wisdom are stated. It is “protection,” lit. “in a 

shadow,” or it is a “shade,” as it were from the 

scorching and damaging sun, in the same sense as 

“money is protection,” or “shade,” as well. Money 

has its limits in protecting, but wisdom really has 

none. People very often look to money for security 

too, but the ultimate stability in changing times is 

wisdom. Still more, the knowledge that wisdom 

provides to do the right thing, “preserves the lives 

of its possessors.” We do not need a scientific 

study to prove that people living by the divine 

standard of wisdom as revealed in God’s word 

will on average live longer. 

 E. God is sovereign (7:13-14). 

  1. (vs. 13) It is always worthwhile 

to remember that as we are told to “Consider the 

work of God,” we will see once again that He is in 

control of all things. “For who is able to straighten 

what He has bent” (Ecc. 7:13)? “Man cannot 

amend what God wills to be ‘wanting’ and 

‘adverse’ (Ecc. 1:15; Job 12:14).”
11
 There will be 

good times and there will be bad times. Use your 

God appointed wisdom and be faithful. 

  2. (vs. 14) Here we learn 

how God is sovereign. He makes the prosperous 

times that are in accordance with His will, so “In 

the day of prosperity be happy,” “But” also “in the 

day of adversity consider—God has made the one 

as well as the other.”
12
 On “consider,” see vs. 13a. 

“‘Adversity’ is one of the things which ‘God has 

made crooked,’ and which man cannot ‘make 

straight.’ He ought therefore to be ‘patient’ (Ecc. 

7:8).”
13
 

The reason God has so arranged things as 

they are is “So that man may not discover anything 

that will be after him,” that is, “that man may not 

find anything (to blame) after God,”
14
 or perhaps 

as the NIV, “that man cannot discover anything 

about his future (cf. 8:7; 10:14).”
15
 

 

III Conc.  

 Each of us ought to consider the wisdom in 

this passage of discovering what really are the 

better things. 
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