
I Intro. (Oct. 14, 2007) 

 In this very interesting chapter, we have 

Solomon’s conclusion about who is better off in 

light of oppression in the world (4:1-3). He then 

discussed the motivations for people’s actions, and 

who is better off in light of that reality (4:4-6). He 

then looked at the bizarre case of the relentless 

labor of the man who had no beneficiaries (4:7-8). 

Then followed the discussion of the man who was 

accompanied by at least one other person and was 

better off because of it (4:9-12). Finally Solomon 

pointed to the futility of prestige, how a poor lad 

with wisdom is better than an unteachable old king 

(4:13-16). 

 

II Oppression and Other Matters Considered (Ecc. 

4) 

 A. Solomon’s conclusion about who is 

better off in light of oppression in the world (4:1-

3). 

  1. (vs. 1) “Oppression,” the “unjust 

or cruel exercise of authority or power,”
1
 which 

involves extorting, that is, “to obtain from a 

person by force, intimidation, or undue or illegal 

power,”
2
 is the concept that connects this section 

with the previous (3:16). Solomon seems quite 

taken with this matter as he “looked again at all 

the acts of oppression which were being done 

under the sun,” which perspective notice again. 

Apparently what Solomon observed was all too 

common, and it still is in the world today. Billions 

are oppressed. Such oppression was extremely 

difficult to endure, something to which Solomon 

called our attention: “behold I saw the tears of the 

oppressed.” Moreover he himself was apparently 

powerless to do much about it: “and that they had 

no one to comfort them.” As with the definitions 

of “oppression” above, “on the side of their 

oppressors was power.” We had observed in 3:16 

that the injustices that occurred were in the place 

where one might have expected to find justice, 

namely, in the courts. So also was it here. The 

power was probably misused and abused legal 

power, or proper authority ironically used illegally. 

Solomon reiterated that the oppressed “had no one 
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to comfort them,” a fact that “emphasizes their 

plight.”
3
 

  2. (vs. 2) Solomon’s radical 

response to these realities was that he 

“congratulated the dead,” lit., “laud, praise (or) 

commend”
4
 the dead, particularly those, “who are 

already dead,” as if to imply that all are as good as 

dead, but not already dead, not yet having 

completed the dying process. He indirectly 

commended “the living who are still living,” still 

living that is, if only because they are not yet dead, 

which they soon will be (2:3). Why did his 

congratulate the dead more than the living? It is 

because they will no longer experience earth’s 

oppression with it grief, sorrow, and tears. 

  3. (vs. 3) Suddenly he thought of 

yet another person that was “better off” than either 

of the previous, namely, “the one who has never 

existed.” Why would he be better off? It is only 

because he “has never seen the evil activity that is 

done under the sun,” that is the activity of vs. 1. 

Again note that Solomon confines his thoughts to 

the limited perspective of the closed system 

“under the sun.” 

The word for “better,” t\oÆb_, means 

“pleasant, agreeable, good,”
5
 which seen in 

relationship to something or someone that is good 

and is therefore better than the other. So the person 

who has never existed is better off than the person 

who is dead who knows oppression from 

experience, yet the person is dead is better off in 

relation to this question than the living because at 

least he will not have to face it again. Worse off 

than all is he who lives, for he still faces the evil 

activity of oppression. 

B. Motivations for people’s actions, and 

who is better off in light of that reality (4:4-6). 

 1. (vs. 4) Though the statement 

here is likely to be regarded as “hyperbole,”
6
 

Solomon noted one of the sweeping incentives for 

“every labor and every skill which is done.” He 

said that it was the result of “rivalry,” lit., “ardour, 

zeal, jealousy,”
7
 “between a man and his 

neighbor,” or NIV, a “man’s envy of his 

                                                 
3Walvoord, John F., and Zuck, Roy B., The Bible Knowledge Commentary, (Wheaton, Illinois: Scripture Press 

Publications, Inc.) 1983, 1985. 

4Brown, Francis, Samuel Rolles Driver and Charles Augustus Briggs. Enhanced Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew 

and English Lexicon. electronic ed. Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 2000. 986. 

5Brown, Francis, Samuel Rolles Driver and Charles Augustus Briggs. Enhanced Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew 

and English Lexicon. electronic ed. Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 2000. 373. 

6Tom Constable. Tom Constable's Expository Notes on the Bible. Galaxie Software, 2003; 2003. Ec 4:4. 

7Brown, Francis, Samuel Rolles Driver and Charles Augustus Briggs. Enhanced Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew 

and English Lexicon. electronic ed. Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 2000. 888. 



 2 

neighbor.”
8
 “Human activity and skill are (very 

often) motivated by the desire to outdo one’s 

neighbor.”
9
 Sound silly? “This too is meaningless, 

a chasing after the wind.”
10
 That is true even if you 

outstrip you neighbor in a common endeavor. 

2. (vs. 5) There are many views on 

this vs., but it “seems to be the opposite of verse 

4.”
11
 Eaton says, “We pass from the rat-race with 

its hectic scramble for status symbols to the drop-

out with his total indifference.”
12
 Though it is 

wrong to engage in the madness of the competitive 

chase of vs. 4, yet to go to the opposite extreme in 

basically dropping out is no solution and is equally 

wrong. He who “folds his hands” is a lazy 

individual (Prov. 6:10; 24:33). Here he is called 

“the fool,” which is a “dull, stupid sluggard.”
13
 

Proverbs says to such a person, “And your poverty 

will come in like a vagabond, and your need like 

an armed man” (Prov. 6:11). So also here, he who 

engages in such slothfulness “consumes,” lit., 

“eats” “his own flesh,” which is “to bring about 

one’s own ruin and downfall,”
14
 probably through 

the desperation of trying to find food and shelter. 

The picture may well be of one in the process of 

starving. 

3. (vs. 6) “One hand full of rest is 

better than two fists full of labor and striving after 

wind.” Many think that this verse refers to the 

same person of vs. 5 in contradistinction to the 

driven people of vs. 4. For example, see TWOT, 

“However, the Preacher says the fool folds his 

hands and eats meat, while the worrying, striving 

man sees only wind (Eccl 4:5).”
15
 And the BBC 

says, “While those around him are working 

themselves into a frenzy of competition, the fool’s 

sentiments are: Better a handful with quietness 

than both hands full, together with toil and 

grasping for the wind.”
16
 

 Better by far to this view is Constable’s 

statement, “Verse 6 is the middle road between the 

two preceding extremes.”
17
 So also see this, better 
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is “‘One open hand (palm) full of quietness, than 

both closed hands full of travail.’ ‘Quietness’ 

(mental tranquillity flowing from honest labor), 

opposed to ‘eating one’s own flesh’ (Ec 4:5), also 

opposed to anxious labor to gain (Ec 4:8; Pr 15:16, 

17; 16:8).”
18
 It is apparent that the expression, 

“One hand full of rest” is not a picture of the fool 

in vs. 5 who “folds his hands and consumes his 

own flesh.” “Two fists full of labor and striving 

after wind,” clearly refers back to the driven crowd 

of vs. 4. So the person in view in the expression 

“one hand full of rest” is the person of balance, 

reason and moderation who has enough, but not 

too much. 

 C. The relentless labor of the man who had 

no beneficiaries (4:7-8). 

  1. (vs. 7) Solomon “again” noticed 

something of the “vanity under the sun,” or “down 

here on the earth.”
19
 This vanity or empty 

meaninglessness is described in detail in the next 

verse of course. 

2. (vs. 8) He noticed “a certain man 

without a dependent,” lit., “a second,” thus was 

“all alone”
20
 (NIV), having no wife apparently, 

i.e., “no partner”
21
 and “having neither a son nor a 

brother.” One would imagine that such a person 

could greatly moderate his workload, “yet” in the 

case of the man under Solomon’s observation, 

“there was no end to all his labor.” “Indeed” his 

case was extreme, “his eyes were not satisfied with 

riches,” ravished by greed there was always a 

grasping for more and more and more. Whatever 

he had was never enough. He never paused to hear 

the voice of reason that would naturally have 

arisen from the question, “And for whom am I 

laboring and depriving myself of pleasure?” He 

could have, but refused to enjoy the pleasure of the 

plentiful supply of what he already had on hand. 

Was he happy? He certainly was not. He was a 

“miser,” “a mean grasping person; especially: one 

who is extremely stingy with money,”
22
 “would 
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not be able to give an account of his infatuation.”
23
 

“Charles Bridges in his exposition comments, 

‘The miser—how well he deserves the name—the 

wretched slave of mammon, grown old as a 

toiling, scraping, griping drudge!’ His name is 

miser and as his name, so is he—miserable.”
24
 

One again, Solomon had to opine and accurately 

so, “This too is vanity and it is a grievous task” 

that is, it was “bad, unpleasant, giving pain, 

unhappiness, misery.”
25
 This is a special case of 

what we saw 1:8, “All things are wearisome; man 

is not able to tell it. The eye is not satisfied with 

seeing, nor is the ear filled with hearing.” 

 D. The value of companionship (4:9-12). 

  1. (vs. 9) In contrast to the 

avaricious and miserable loner of vv. 7-8, we now 

informed that “Two are better than one.” This 

companioniship could be the “ties of union, 

marriage, friendship, (or) religious communion.”
26
 

The reason is “because they have a good return for 

their labor,” that is, “by cooperation they can 

produce more efficiently.”
27
 Generally two people 

working together will produce more and be money 

ahead of the same two individuals working 

separately, including ironically the miser of vs. 8. 

He likely does not trust anybody, so he has no 

choice but to go it alone in total solitude in the 

most penurious lifestyle imaginable even to the 

point of the severe treatment of the body. 

  2. (vs. 10) Solomon illustrated how 

two are better than one, “for” example on a 

journey or even on a job, “if either of them falls, 

the one will lift up his companion,” offering aid 

and assistance and also medical treatment as 

needed, “But woe to the one who falls when there 

is not another to lift him up.” The blunt truth is 

that many a person has died or been maimed for 

life having fallen in isolation. What would that 

wretched miser of vs. 8 do in such circumstances? 

“Pity the man who falls off the ladder when he is 

alone. There is no one around to call for help.”
28
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  3. (vs. 11) Many stories of survival 

and also death revolve around the solemn truth of 

this vs.: “Furthermore, if two lie down together 

they keep warm, but how can one be warm 

alone?” Figuratively, “there are pleasures and 

benefits from friendship and socializing that are 

unknowable to the one who lives in isolation.”
29
 

  4. (vs. 12) Even in regard to the 

rather serious matter of protection, one is clearly 

better off with a companion in an attack than 

alone. For “if one can overpower him who is 

alone, two can resist him.”
30
 Thugs knowing this 

will typically not attack two people together, 

preferring the easier task with less risk of attacking 

the individual. 

 The expression, “a cord of three strands is 

not quickly torn apart,” was “proverbial for a 

combination of many.”
31
 So “if two are better than 

one (v. 9) then three are even better (v. 12). One’s 

efforts and benefits should not be confined to 

merely two persons.”
32
 In fact, “three strands 

twisted together are more than three times as 

strong as three separate strands.”
33
 Certainly 

believers should work together in unity. 

 E. Finally Solomon pointed to the futility 

of prestige (4:13-16). 

  1. (vs. 13) This section is enigmatic 

because it is difficult to sort out the antecendents 

of the pronouns, but at least this verse is clear and 

straightforward. Here we have a “poor, yet wise 

lad,” just a young man with few material 

resources, who is said to be “better than an old and 

foolish king who no longer knows how to receive 

instruction,” that is, he has reached a place of not 

being correctable, and so is no longer teachable. 

The young man is still teachable and will receive a 

warning if need be. We ought all to be teachable 

throughout our lives, but are we? 

  2. (vs. 14) This verse “evidently 

describes the poor lad in verse 13 rather than the 

king.”
34
 This young man being without power or 

influence found himself in “prison” out of which 
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he came to “become king” very much like Joseph 

did in Egypt, though the reference is not to him as 

such. So he ruled in place of the foolish king of vs. 

13. 

  3. (vs. 15) Notwithstanding the 

expression, “the second lad who replaces him,” the 

reference here is still to “the same boy who 

replaced the former old king.”
35
 “Second lad” 

would be in reference to the first lad, that is, when 

the original now old and foolish king was still 

young. When this second lad, that of vs 13 first 

arose, he was very popular with “all the living 

under the sun” thronging to his “side.” 

  4. (vs. 16) At first all these people 

were extremely happy with the young king. There 

seemingly was “no end to all the people, to all 

who were before them,” that is, both kings. For a 

while, the new king “great authority; he became 

the master of innumerable subjects.”
36
 With the 

passage of time, “even the ones who will come 

later will not be happy with him.” With the 

passage of time, the new king’s popularity waned, 

and people eventually became disgruntled. 

 “The point of the passage seems to be that 

the desire for prestige and advancement, two 

incentives which often motivate a person’s labor, 

is, like envy and greed, futile or meaningless and a 

chasing after the wind.”
37
 Thus the passage closes 

with, “for this too is vanity and striving after 

wind.”
38
 

 

III Conc. 

 Oppression mars any hope for finding real 

meaning in the world (4:1-3). Likewise production 

arising from rivalry and greed are empty (vv. 4-6). 

Sad and devoid of meaning is the miser’s pursuit 

of gain (vv. 7-8). Any basic form of camaraderie is 

better than that (vv. 9-12). Seeking prestige is yet 

another form of meaninglessness not matter how 

one rises to achieve it (vv. 13-16). 
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