
I Intro. (Apr. 20, 2008) 

 One of the most common questions that we 

hear in objection to our God and to His word is the 

question of suffering. Why do bad things happen 

to good people? Why do the wicked prosper? She 

was such a wonderful person, why did that have to 

happen to her? So people become disgruntled and 

embittered against God, supposing that an 

unfairness has been foisted upon innocent people 

so that as a result they suffer unjustly. Is this the 

case? What are we to make of all this? 

 Solomon had observed similar things in his 

lifetime, and he too wondered out loud about it 

(Ecc. 7:15). He does think that we can exercise 

some control over our destiny (7:16-17). The best 

approach seems to be one of some measure of 

balance (7:18). 

 

II “The Righteous Perishes, the Wicked Lives” 

(Ecc. 7:15-18) 

 A. Is this unfair? (7:15) 

  1. (vs. 15) Solomon is not about to 

concede anything regarding his basic premise of 

this book, the “futility” of this life. The sense here 

may be slightly different, emphasizing the “brief 

or fleeting”
1
 nature of life as in (Ecc. 6:12; 9:9). 

The meaning of “futility” includes this notion. Be 

that as it may, Solomon said that he had lived long 

enough to “have seen everything,” even the 

surprising and unexpected. He knew that “there is 

nothing new under the sun” (1:9b), but he had 

seen that which at least at first comes as a surprise 

to most people: “there is a righteous man who 

perishes in his righteousness.” To the natural way 

of thinking, that comes as a surprise and may well 

seem unfair. In fact, the “word ‘in’ in the phrases 

in his righteousness and in his wickedness can 

here mean ‘in spite of.’”
2
 So the “righteous 

man…perishes in” spite of “his righteousness.” 

Again, note the element of surprise. “He saw just 

people die young and wicked ones live to old 

age.”
3
 

 On the other hand, “there is a wicked man 

who prolongs his life in his wickedness,” or “who 

prolongs his life in” spite of “his wickedness.” 

Again, this does not seem fair and is not what one 
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would normally expect to see. The normal 

approach for man is to suppose that good things 

happen to good people and bad things happen to 

bad people, and very often that is the case, and is 

indeed a general principle (3:17; 8:12-13), but not 

always (8:10-11).  

 Job’s friends supposed that this was a sure 

and unwavering rule, and so they concluded that 

since bad things had happened to Job, clearly he 

had sinned and needed to confess it so that his 

prosperity might be restored. The truth was that 

not only had Job not sinned to bring about his 

calamities, but that his calamities had happened 

for the precise reason that he was righteous (Job 

4:7-9; 8:1-7).  

 Other biblical examples may be cited. 

Jesus and His disciples were passing by a blind 

man one day, “And His disciples asked Him, 

saying, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his 

parents, that he should be born blind?’” (Jn. 9:2) 

Of course, their presupposition was dead wrong. 

“Jesus answered, ‘It was neither that this man 

sinned, nor his parents; but it was in order that the 

works of God might be displayed in him’” (vs. 3). 

 There was Lazarus in John 11, about 

whom, Jesus said, “Lazarus is dead, and I am glad 

for your sakes that I was not there, so that you may 

believe; but let us go to him” (Jn. 11:14b-15).  

 All the things that happened to the apostle 

Paul in 2Cor. 11 were undeserved, that is, he was 

“suffering unjustly” (1Pt. 2:19b). By “suffering 

unjustly” it is meant that there is suffering that 

comes on a person for which he has committed no 

particular sin or sins for which the suffering 

comes as a consequence or punishment. It is not 

that we have not committed sin that is worthy of 

such punishment either. After all, we deserved to 

go to hell for our sins, and no accumulation of 

earthly suffering could ever be equal to that. But 

as believers we have been forgiven for our sins 

and are not coming into judgment for them as such 

(Jn. 5:24), though the possibility of discipline for 

personal sins remains (Hb. 12). 

 B. Solomon does think that we can 

exercise some control over our destiny (7:16-17). 

  1. (vs. 16) Does this sound like 

godly counsel to you, “Do not be excessively 

righteous, and do not be overly wise”? If the 

righteous perishes in (spite of) his righteousness, 
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then perhaps a more moderate amount would be 

good, would result in a longer life. The 

“righteousness here is generally interpreted as 

referring to legalistic or Pharisaic self-

righteousness.”
4
 “Why should you ruin yourself?” 

“Since the Preacher could not detect a fixed 

relation between righteousness and blessing on the 

one hand and sin and punishment on the other, he 

decided that the best policy is to avoid extremes. 

This shallow, unbiblical conclusion is known as 

‘the law of the golden mean.’”
5
 

  2. (vs. 17) On the other hand, we 

read, “Do not be excessively wicked, and do not 

be a fool.” Moderate your wickedness. Even 

though some of the wicked outlive some of the 

righteous, to go too far with this thing might well 

cause “you” to “die before your time.” Was 

Solomon really saying that too much 

righteousness is risky, and sinning in moderation 

is okay, just don’t go too far with it? 

 Does that not eviscerate his element of 

surprise in vs. 15? He was surprised precisely 

because the righteous was righteous and the 

wicked were wicked. 

 Dr. Don Glenn rejects this notion that 

Solomon is advocating the doctrine of the “golden 

mean,” that is, do not be too righteous or too 

wicked. Interestingly, the verb in vs. 16 translated 

to “ruin” yourself “in this form” in the Hebrew 

“never means this elsewhere. Instead it means ‘to 

be appalled or astounded’ (cf. Dan. 8:27, 

‘appalled’; Ps. 143:4, ‘dismayed’).”
6
 Dr. Glenn 

says, “This fits in nicely with Solomon’s argument 

here. He urged his readers not to be overrighteous 

or overwise ‘lest they be confounded or 

astonished.’ He meant they should not depend on 

their righteousness or wisdom to guarantee God’s 

blessing because they might be confounded, 

dismayed, or disappointed like the righteous 

people whom Solomon had seen perishing in spite 

of their righteousness (Ecc. 7:15).”
7
 Is this not the 

very reason for some of Job’s dismay? No doubt 

he thought that his righteousness predicted that 

things would go well in this world. When they did 
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not, he was deeply perplexed and was even willing 

to call God as his witness that he was indeed a 

righteous man. 

 The believer’s decisions regarding 

practicing righteousness or wickedness should not 

be determined on the basis of predictable 

outcomes precisely because outcomes are not 

finally predictable. Besides if someone were to 

take vs. 15b as an invitation to plunge into 

wickedness, they should realize that they are 

inviting a premature death (vs. 17). Before 

embarking on such a risky venture, they should 

read Ps. 55:23. 

 C. The best approach seems to be one of 

some measure of balance (7:18). 

  1. (vs. 18) Here Solomon is saying 

that one should understand and “grasp” the “one 

thing,” namely, his counsel about righteousness, 

but he should “also not let go of the other” thing, 

namely, his counsel about wickedness. His reason 

for saying this was that “the one who fears God 

comes forth with both of them,” that is, he does 

not practice extreme righteousness with a view to 

a guaranteed outcome that all will necessarily go 

well with him, and he does not plunge headlong 

into wickedness because someone seemed to have 

gotten by with it and prospered in this life. 

 

III Conc. 

 Solomon must be understood as 

advocating righteous living as the best course for 

this life, and refraining from wickedness for the 

same reason. With the apostle John, he recognized 

that we would never be perfect in this life (Ecc. 

7:20). There will be elements of foolishness in our 

lives (vv. 26-29). Solomon “believed that God 

would judge (3:17; 8:12-13). Solomon’s only 

uncertainty about God’s judgment was its timing; 

like everything else, it would be in God’s time 

(3:17; cf. 3:11). So people should avoid folly and 

wickedness as much as possible and live as wisely 

and as righteously as possible.”
8
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