
I Intro. (Aug. 24, 2008) 

 The first verse of this section, Ecc. 9:10, is 

perhaps one of the most familiar in the book of 

Ecclesiastes. In 9:10-12, Solomon returned to a 

common theme, that life is short, but he adds that 

therefore one ought to get busy and accomplish 

something of value. In 9:13-18 he again pointed 

out the tremendous value of wisdom, but showed 

also the unfairness that those who were the source 

of it are sometimes forgotten for ridiculous 

reasons. 

 

II “Whatever Your Hand Finds to Do, Verily, Do 

it With All Your Might” (Ecc. 9:10-18). 

 A. Life is short, do something (9:10-12)! 

  1. (vs. 10) Dr. Glenn thinks this 

verse belongs with the previous section and that it 

concludes Solomon’s comment concerning the 

righteous (cf. 1) who also have an uncertain future. 

Then he places the next verses (9:11-10:11) 

together, which he thinks show that the wise man 

also has an uncertain future. That probably has 

some merit, but we will follow our paragraph 

distinctions here. 

 Solomon said, “Whatever your hand finds 

to do” is to be understood as “whatever you are 

able to do.”
1
 Nobody can do everything, but 

everybody can do something, and whatever it is 

that you are able to do, you ought to give it your 

all, “verily, do it with all your might.” Do not hold 

back, and the reason follows from Solomon’s self-

limiting perspective from under the sun (cf. vs. 

11a), “for there is no activity or planning or 

knowledge or wisdom in Sheol where you are 

going.” “Sheol” is simply the place of the dead or 

the abode of the dead, “in the grave,”
2
 if you 

please. The cemetery is in view, and there of 

course, there is “no activity” to be sure; nobody is 

thinking of the future and “planning” to do things. 

There is no “knowledge” as far as we can tell from 

earth’s perspective, and so no “wisdom” is 

necessary to apply the right use of knowledge. 

Now is the time to get things accomplished. 

 Some people are not please with 

Solomon’s counsel here saying that, “in its 

context, it really means to seize every possible 
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pleasure and enjoyment while you can, because 

you won’t be able to work, invent, think, or know 

anything in the grave, where you are irreversibly 

heading.”
3
 They add that “The advice given in this 

verse is excellent, but the reason is utterly bad!”
4
 It 

is not necessary to think the worst of Solomon’s 

counsel. It is essentially correct. Besides doing 

what you are able is ultimately divine enablement, 

and there is no reason to think that it has to be 

outside of His will. It is better to assume that it is 

in keeping with His will. It is a solemn fact to be 

sure that once we are gone, we are done as far as 

this life is concerned, but who can deny it? We are 

done! So let us get busy and accomplish as much 

as possibly can while we are here. The Believer’s 

Study Bible has it right here, “There is no attempt 

here to describe the nature of the existence of man 

in the ‘grave’ (she<ol, Heb.). Rather, the verse 
simply indicates that earthly activities cannot be 

continued beyond this life.”
5
 

  2. (vs. 11) Typically in life, 

particularly when the Olympics are being held, we 

tend to think of victory in terms of those who 

prevail in life’s contests, whether racing, boxing, 

swimming, gymnastics, team sports or what have 

you. We think that the winners will somehow have 

it made. Perhaps they will sign some endorsements 

and never have to work again. Is that what we 

want? Is that a good outcome? What next? Does 

such an outcome really constitute having it made? 

 Solomon would say that as a matter of fact 

the whole thing is a delusion, which is a “A false 

belief or opinion.”
6
 While in the previous verse he 

said to do what you can, in the end it will not 

ultimately be satisfying. From his perspective 

under the sun, he says after all “that the race is not 

to the swift.” The footrace might be, but then 

maybe not, one might pull a muscle or be 

disqualified. Certainly the race of life is not to the 

swift. “The battle is not to the warriors.” Sure, one 

army might well win in warfare, but maybe not 

(cf. vv. 14-15). Either way it does not constitute 

victory in life’s battle. He added that “neither is 

                                                 
3William MacDonald; edited with introductions by Arthur Farstad, Believer’s Bible commentary: Old and New 

Testaments [computer file], electronic ed., Logos Library System, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson) 1997, c1995 by 

William MacDonald. 

4William MacDonald; edited with introductions by Arthur Farstad, Believer’s Bible commentary: Old and New 

Testaments [computer file], electronic ed., Logos Library System, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson) 1997, c1995 by 

William MacDonald. 

5W.A. Criswell, Believer’s study Bible [computer file], electronic ed. , Logos Library System, (Nashville: 

Thomas Nelson) 1997, c1991 by the Criswell Center for Biblical Studies. 

6The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Third Edition copyright © 

1992 by Houghton Mifflin Company. Electronic version licensed from InfoSoft International, 

Inc. All rights reserved. 

 



 2 

bread to the wise.” Sure one might be the best 

decision maker possible in making financial 

decisions and securing for oneself plenty of food 

and drink, however surprising setbacks can occur. 

The same question applies regarding “wealth to 

the discerning,” and to those who gain “favor” 

because of their “ability” to do great things. Is any 

of this really satisfying? What is wealth anyway in 

this life? In the end, “time” will get them; and 

maybe before time, “chance,” “that which happens 

to man without his cooperation or planning,”
7
 will 

get them. Something will “overtake them all.” 

Whatever our victories might be, misfortune 

happens, and finally death looms. 

  3. (vs. 12) “Moreover, man does 

not know his time,” “namely, of death”
8
 according 

to one commentator, but Dr. Glenn says, “to times 

of misfortune…not merely to death,”
9
 such as 

those surprises of the previous verse. Here those 

surprise calamities that interrupt the best laid plans 

of the finest qualified men, those voted most likely 

to succeed, are further illustrated from nature, 

“like fish caught in a treacherous net, and” also 

like, “birds trapped in a snare.” Similarly, “the 

sons of men are ensnared at an evil time when it 

suddenly falls on them,” “thus nullifying their 

abilities.”
10
 

 B. Wisdom is vital, but those who share it 

may be forgotten (9:13-18).  

  1. (vs. 13) That too is probably to 

be viewed as one of life’s misfortunes and 

unfairnesses. One version of the Bible translates 

this verse, “Once I saw what people really think of 

wisdom,”
11
 and another, “Here is another bit of 

wisdom that has impressed me as I have watched 

the way our world works.”
12
 The NIV says, “I also 

saw under the sun this example of wisdom that 

greatly impressed me.”
13
 The NASB reads, “Also 

this I came to see as wisdom under the sun, and it 

impressed me,” “Lit., great it was to me.”
14
 

Solomon was looking ahead here and anticipating 

what he was going to say. He was apparently 
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preparing to give “An example of wisdom not 

being rewarded.”
15
 

  2. (vs. 14) The scenario “was a” 

seemingly hopeless situation for “a small city with 

few men in it” and therefore with very little for 

defense. “A great king came to it, surrounded it, 

and constructed large siegeworks against it.” A 

siege happens when an army comes against a city 

and surrounds it for the purpose of capture. The 

goal is to cut off all supplies and finally to weaken 

the city by any means whatever until surrender 

occurs. The situation looked utterly hopeless for 

this small city against a great king implying a great 

and well trained army as well. 

  3. (vs. 15) “But there was found in” 

the city an otherwise insignificant man with two 

key characteristics. He was “poor,” and he was 

“wise.” He understood military campaigns and 

siegeworks and how to defeat them. We are not 

given any specifics, but “he delivered the city by 

his wisdom.” So as vs. 11 said, “the battle is not to 

the warriors.” Wisdom prevails over military 

power. However and surprisingly so, “Yet no one 

remembered that poor man.” So there was no 

“favor to” a man “of” great wisdom and “ability,” 

just as vs. 11 said. Joseph had this sort of thing 

happen to him after he had interpreted “the chief” 

cupbearer’s dream favorably, he requested to be 

remembered before the king (Gen. 40:13), but 

when the cupbearer was restored to his office, he 

“did not remember Joseph, but forgot him” (vs. 

23b). We should not be surprised at such 

unfairnesses. They happen. 

  4. (vs. 16) Solomon’s conclusion 

that, “Wisdom is better than strength,” is 

obviously correct. But surprisingly, “the wisdom 

of the poor man is despised” meaning to “regard 

with contempt,” just as Esau despised his 

“birthright” (Gn. 25:34).”
16
 So the “poor wise man 

received no benefit from his wisdom. His wisdom 

was despised and his words were not heeded, and 

he remained poor and unremembered (i.e., 

unrewarded with wealth or social esteem; cf. Ecc. 

9:11).”
17
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  5. (vs. 17) Solomon saw the truth 

for what it was, and that is that notwithstanding 

this disappointing outcome for the poor man, the 

value of wisdom cannot be diminished. Even if it 

does not receive its proper reward, “The words of 

the wise heard in quietness are better than the 

shouting of a ruler among fools.” The shouting of 

a ruler among fools might get all the headlines, the 

attention of the populace, but that does not make it 

of any real consequence or value. Wisdom not 

widely heard or recognized still has more value 

and just might save the nation. 

  6. (vs. 18) As we just saw, 

“Wisdom is better than weapons of war.” Cf. 

2Sam. 20:14-22. We can all agree that “one sinner 

destroys much good.” 

 

III Conc.  

 Vs. 10 is excellent advice, we are only here 

for a while, and we should do what we are able to 

do, that is, what we have been divinely equipped 

to do with all our might. On the other hand, 

surprises, misfortunes and time and chance 

overtake all of us at some time or other, so that we 

are caught like fish in nets and birds in snares. 

Outcomes are not always predictable. 

 Still more even in regard to that great 

virtue wisdom, even when it delivers a city, the 

person who deliver it, the wisdom, does not 

necessarily get rewarded for it, but is often 

forgotten. The values that prevailed before the 

siege reassert themselves, and the poor man 

without assets in that value system will be 

despised as he was before. 


