
I Intro. (Oct. 7, 2007) 

 God has set eternity in the hearts of men, 

perhaps without which man “will not find out the 

work which God has done from the beginning 

even to the end” (Ecc. 3:11b), but even so there 

will be plenty of obscurity as man looks to the 

future. So how might man approach the future? 

The best way is for him “to rejoice and to do good 

in” his “lifetime” (3:12-13). Man’s ability to affect 

this present order is limited, but he should fear 

God and recognize that He will judge (3:14-17). 

Furthermore viewed merely from under the sun, 

there is no fundamental difference between man 

and beast, so man had just as well be happy (3:18-

22). 

 

II More Counsel From Under the Sun: Rejoice, Do 

Good, Fear God (Ecc. 3:12-22). 

 A. The best that man can do (3:12-13) 

  1. (vs. 12) Solomon is well aware 

of the (“grievous” 1:13) task that God has given 

man to do (3:10), and though there is a time for 

everything and also that man has an innate sense 

of eternity (vs. 11), yet he is limited in his 

understanding and there really is no profit for man 

in all his work (vs. 9). So what is man to do? Here 

in vs. 12 is the answer. “There is nothing better 

for” man “than to rejoice and to do good in one’s 

lifetime.” How can one rejoice when there is no 

profit in all one’s effort? There is some profit in 

rejoicing. There must also be in doing “good in 

one’s lifetime,” though the expression, “do good,” 

perhaps “should be rendered ‘enjoy themselves’ 

(RSV)”
1
 (cf. “moral good…this meaning seems 

less fitting…tr. to 1 [which is, ‘welfare, 

prosperity, happiness’]),”
2
 and is really an 

extension of “rejoicing.” 

  2. (vs. 13) “The gift of God,” i.e., 

“the enjoyment of man,”
3
 or the divine 

arrangement of things is that a man works and 

then he gets to enjoy eating and drinking. 

Obviously if one eats and drinks because of his 

labor, then one will “see” or “discern”
4
 “good in” 

that “labor.” It is a case of discipline and reward. 

“When received as God’s gifts, and to God’s 
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glory, the good things of life are enjoyed in their 

due time and order.”
5
 “We could translate verse 

13, ‘If any man eats and drinks and finds 

satisfaction in all his toil, it is a gift of God.’”
6
 See 

Ecc. 2:24; 5:19. 

 B. Man’s ability to affect this present order 

is limited, but he should fear God and recognize 

that God will judge (3:14-17). 

  1. (vs. 14) The following two 

verses are enigmatic. Solomon said, “I know that 

everything God does will remain forever,” that is, 

His work is “eternal.”
7
 Man’s actions are relatively 

feeble and fleeting as compared to the permanence 

of God’s creative work and the fixed nature of His 

plan. Certainly man utterly lacks to ability “to add 

to” His work, “and there is nothing” that he can 

“take from (or ‘diminish’
8
) it” that is, God’s work 

is “perfect and immutable.”
9
 The BBC takes this 

as a reference to “God’s decrees”
10
 alluding to the 

fact that “What God has decided will stand and 

man cannot alter it, either by addition or 

subtraction. It is foolish for creatures to fight 

against the arrangements of their Creator.”
11
 The 

meaning is that the cycles referred to in the first 

half of the chapter are fixed and cannot be altered. 

At the same time, man struggles to comprehend 

these things (vs. 11b), “for God has so worked” or 

arranged things “that men should fear Him,” or 

better, “stand in awe before”
12
 Him. 

  2. (vs. 15) The statement “That 

which is has been already, and that which will be 

has already been” (cf. Ecc. 1:9; 6:10) probably 

harks back to the cycles of life in the first half of 

the chapter as was mentioned on vs. 14. Man is 

utterly locked in to that cycle. The final clause “for 

God seeks what has passed by” has been variously 

explained as “God…recalling past events to form 

another cycle of history,”
13
 or “God’s law requires 

the return of the same cycle of events, as in the 
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past, literally, ‘that which is driven on,’”
14
 but the 

translation “and God will call the past to 

account,”
15
 meaning “that past sins must be 

accounted for by unbelievers”
16
 probably does not 

fit the context very well, as true at that statement is 

in and of itself. 

  3. (vs. 16) Here an often noted 

problem of society is also observed by Solomon 

“under the sun” namely, “that in the place of 

justice there is wickedness, and in the place of 

righteousness there is wickedness” (cf. 4:1; 8:14) 

that is, “injustice was often evident in a place 

where one should least expect it—in the courts,”
17
 

that last place that one would reasonably expect 

such a thing as “wickedness,” stated twice to 

emphasize “his surprise and consternation.”
18
 How 

does this fit in to God ever cycling purposes for 

man? 

  4. (vs. 17) Solomon inwardly 

concluded with his divinely endowed wisdom that 

God would “judge both the righteous man and the 

wicked man,” the latter with a negative outcome, 

the former with a positive outcome. “The time of 

this judgment is ambiguous; it is future and in 

God’s time but the verse neither states nor implies 

that it will be in the afterlife.”
19
 The emphasis of 

this judgment is probably temporal, namely, that 

God would see to it that one enjoys rewards in this 

life for righteous living, and another would suffer 

serious setbacks in this life on account of wicked 

living. Solomon is not ruling out a judgment for 

the same in the afterlife, indeed he is probably 

aware of such judgments (cf. vs. 11), especially 

“since so many inequities are unrequited in this 

world,”
20
 but he emphasizes the present 

consequences consistent with the recognized 

perspective of “the wisdom writers in general”
21
 

(cf. Ps. 37:2, 6; Prov. 2:22-23). So the answer to 

the difficulty of vs. 16 is still that there is “a time 
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for every matter and for every deed is there,”
22
 

even if there is an unexpected delay from time to 

time from man’s perspective. 

 C. Viewed merely from under the sun, 

there is no fundamental difference between man 

and beast, so man had just as well be happy (3:18-

22). 

  1. (vs. 18) One thing is for certain, 

man will not be able to find meaning in life 

because of any fundamental advantage on animals 

in terms of his longevity, and that is the point in 

this section. Obviously Solomon was not so naïve 

as to not be able to discern any difference between 

man and beast, but in his search for meaning under 

the sun, he was hard-pressed to find it in this 

comparison. 

 The expression “concerning the sons of 

men,” is rather, “because of, for the sake of”
23
 the 

sons of man, “and is generally taken by 

commentators to refer back to the injustice 

mentioned in verse 16: ‘injustice is both for the 

sake of and because of men.’”
24
 Both the 

oppressed and the oppressor are tested by the 

reality of injustice, the one as the victim, the other 

as the victimizer. The meaning can be that the 

reality of death can be an encouragement for the 

oppressed; he will soon be elsewhere, but for the 

oppressor, death is devastating for he will not 

escape its grasp. It comes on the former as a kind 

of deliverance; the latter as a kind of judgment, 

even if viewed only temporally without a 

significant emphasis on judgment or life hereafter. 

 The purpose of the testing brought about 

by injustice is to show men “that they are but 

beasts.” “This does not say that people are nothing 

more than animals, with no immortal souls. It does 

suggest that people, like animals, die (cf. Ps. 

49:12, 20).”
25
 That is the point along with the 

added implication that no ultimate meaning can be 

found in this life only for either oppressed or 

oppressor or anyone else for that matter. 

  2. (vs. 19) In offering additional 

support for his previous statement, Solomon 

explained what he meant. The comparison 
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between man and beast here is similar to the 

comparison of wise man and fool in Ecc. 2:14. He 

said, “For the fate” or “accident, chance, (or) 

fortune”
26
 “of the sons of men and the fate of 

beasts is the same.” The reference is to the 

“overriding control (Prov 16:33) of divine 

providence (Eccl 2:14; 9:11; 3:19),”
27
 which no 

man (or beast) can countermand. Solomon 

explained what he meant by that: “As one dies so 

dies the other.” Their respective conclusions of 

this life are the same, physical death. “Indeed” 

there is no intrinsic difference or biological 

difference in how our lives are sustained here, 

both man and beast “all have the same breath” or 

“spirit” “as (the) sign and symbol of life”
28
 “and 

there is no advantage for man over beast.” In the 

statement “for all is vanity” again our “author 

laments the shortness of life; this is ‘vanity’: 3:19; 

6:12; 11:8, 10. Life, in its quality, is ‘empty’ or 

‘vacuous’ (and thus unsubstantial), and in its 

quantity is ‘transitory,’”
29
 being as it turns out no 

better than the beasts. We know that Solomon 

attaches meaning to permanence. Therefore there 

can be no meaning but only vanity because this 

life offers no permanence. One might say that we 

live longer than dogs and cats on average. Yes, but 

we do not live longer than elephants. Besides we 

all die, so it makes little difference ultimately who 

goes first. 

  3. (vs. 20) When Solomon said, 

“All go to the same place,” he was making no 

reference to heaven or hell or whether animals 

would be there in the afterlife or not. He was 

simply pointing to the grave, as the rest of the 

verse makes perfectly obvious: “All came from the 

dust and all return to the dust.” That corresponds 

to Gen. 3:19: “By the sweat of your face you shall 

eat bread, till you return to the ground, because 

from it you were taken; for you are dust, and to 

dust you shall return.” The same must be said for 

the beasts (Gen. 2:19). It is safe to assume 

biblically that they decompose to the dust upon 

death as well. 
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  4. (vs. 21) When Solomon asked, 

“Who knows that the breath of man ascends 

upward and the breath of the beast descends 

downward to the earth?” he was doing one thing 

only. He was giving us the conclusion of what a 

person would have to draw in viewing thing under 

the sun, that is, from the limited perspective of this 

life only. He was not necessarily telling everything 

he himself understood about what happens to a 

person at death, especially with the advantage of 

having David for his father who plainly 

understood much in regard to the afterlife. See 

Acts 2:25-31 & II Sam. 12:22 for example. 

Solomon also does not contradict himself in Ecc. 

12:7 either, when he said, “then the dust will 

return to the earth as it was, and the spirit will 

return to God who gave it,” about which Dr. Glenn 

says, “This obviously alludes to part of the 

Creation account (Gen. 2:7; man was made from 

the dust of the ground and was given breath). This 

makes it evident that Solomon was not referring to 

the return of individual human spirits to God for 

judgment.”
30
 

  5. (vs. 22) Vv. 20-21 further verify 

his final statement in vs. 19b that “all is vanity.” 

The question here is, “How should we then live?” 

Solomon had observed “that nothing is better than 

that man should be happy in his activities, for that 

is his lot,” meaning “portion, award, from 

God…(here) profit, reward.”
31
 For who will bring 

him to see what will occur after him?” The last 

statement means that man can know nothing 

through empiricism about the afterlife. This 

statement essentially reiterates Eccl. 2:24, which 

see. 

 

III Conc. 

 The passage flows out of the section that 

informed us that there is a time for everything 

under heaven, which itself led Solomon to 

conclude that there was no profit in man’s toil 

(3:9). In God’s plan, man can still enjoy his labor 

and the fruit thereof (vv. 12-13). Furthermore 

because of man’s profound inability to affect 

anything permanently for change, he should fear 

God realizing that God does judge men for their 
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actions (vv. 14-17). Still more, since man is not 

better than the beasts in terms of the end of his life 

here, “all is vanity,” and man had just as well 

move ahead and enjoy life as best he can (vv. 18-

22). 


