The Book of Ecclesiastes

Lesson 4: Oppression, Companionship, and Empty Toil -- Ecclesiastes 4:1-
5:7

Stand with the Preacher for a moment and look out over the world the way he does in chapter
four. He turns again and considers “all the oppressions that are done under the sun,” and what
he sees is not statistics but tears. “Behold the tears of the oppressed, and they had no
comforter.” Picture it: a face wet with weeping, a hand reaching out, and no one reaching back.
On the side of their oppressors there is power, and the powerful are not in a hurry to listen. It is
such a heavy scene that the Preacher does something startling. He says the dead are better off
than the living, and the one not yet born, who has never seen this evil, is better than them both.
That is grief talking. That is what the world looks like when you forget there is a God above the
sun who keeps the tears in a bottle.

Then he watches us work, and what drives so much of our striving is not need but envy. “I saw
that all toil and all skill in work come from a man’s envy of his neighbor.” We sand the deck and
stripe the lawn because the neighbor did, we chase the title because someone else got it, we fill
the cart because the screen showed us a happier home than ours. And yet the opposite extreme
is no better. “The fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh.” So the Preacher hands us a
sentence worth taping to the mirror: “Better is a handful with quietness than two handfuls with
toil and a striving after wind.” A handful of peace beats a double fistful of frenzy every time.

And then, like sunlight through a gap in storm clouds, comes one of the warmest passages in all
the book. “Two are better than one.” If one falls, the other lifts him up. If two lie down together,
they keep warm. And though a man might be overpowered, two will withstand, “and a threefold
cord is not quickly broken.” The Preacher had been describing the lonely man with no son and
no brother, toiling and never asking, “For whom am | toiling?” But here he turns from the cold
arithmetic of isolation to the strength of companionship, the gift God gave when He said it is not
good for man to be alone. We were not built to do this by ourselves.

Finally the road bends toward the house of God, and the tone sharpens into reverence. “Guard
your steps when you go to the house of God.” Draw near to listen, the Preacher says, not to
babble; be quick to hear and slow to speak, “for God is in heaven and you are on earth.” When
you make a vow, do not delay paying it, and better not to vow at all than to vow and not pay.
Here is where this lesson lands in your week: in a noisy, envious, lonely world, you have been
invited to gather with God’s people before a holy God. Will you come careless and chattering, or
will you come quiet, listening, ready to keep your word? “God is the one you must fear.”

Group Discussion: Where do you see the tears of the oppressed in our world or even in our own
community, and what does it look like for the Lord’s church to be the comforter that the world
so often is not (Ecclesiastes 4:1; Galatians 6:10)?



Personal Reflection: Be honest before God: how much of your own striving this past year has
been driven by quiet envy of a neighbor rather than by genuine need or love (Ecclesiastes 4:4),
and what would a “handful with quietness” look like for you?

Read Ecclesiastes 4:1-5:7

Study Questions

1. In Ecclesiastes 4:1-3 the Preacher sees the tears of the oppressed and power on the side of
the oppressors. What does this passage teach us about the brokenness of life “under the
sun,” and how does the rest of Scripture assure us that God Himself sees and will judge the
oppressor (Psalm 12:5; Romans 12:19)?

2. When you read of the oppressed who “had no comforter” (4:1), where in your own life have
you either been that uncomforted person or walked past one, and what is God prompting
you to do about it?

3. Ecclesiastes 4:4-6 contrasts envious toil, the lazy fool, and “a handful with quietness.” How
does Scripture warn us against both restless striving and slothful idleness, and what is the
godly middle the Preacher commends (2 Thessalonians 3:10-12; 1 Timothy 6:6-8)?

4. Which pulls harder on you right now: the temptation to overwork out of envy and
comparison, or the temptation to fold your hands and coast, and why?

5. In Ecclesiastes 4:7-12 the Preacher pities the solitary man and praises companionship,
saying “two are better than one” and “a threefold cord is not quickly broken.” What does
this teach about how God designed us for relationship, and how does the Lord’s church
embody that strength (Genesis 2:18; Hebrews 10:24-25)?

6. Who are the one or two people God has placed beside you to lift you up when you fall
(4:10), and are you letting them, or are you trying to live the Christian life alone?

7. In Ecclesiastes 4:13-16 a poor wise youth is better than an old foolish king who will no
longer take advice, yet even the youth is forgotten by those who come later. What does this
passage teach about the fleeting nature of human power and popularity, and where alone is
a kingdom that does not fade (Daniel 2:44; Acts 2:30-36)?

8. When you picture the applause or the position you most want from others, how does the
truth that even kings are quickly forgotten (4:16) reorder what you are living for?

9. Ecclesiastes 5:1-7 calls us to guard our steps in the house of God, to be quick to hear and
slow to speak, to let our words be few, and to keep our vows because “God is the one you
must fear.” What does true reverence look like when God'’s people gather, and how does
the New Testament call us to that same holy fear in our worship today (John 4:24; Hebrews
12:28-29; James 1:19)?

10. Name one specific way the Lord Jesus is forming reverence in you this week: a careless habit
in worship, an unkept word, or a rash promise He is asking you to surrender so that you
draw near in awe rather than in carelessness (Ecclesiastes 5:1-2; Matthew 5:37)?



Digging Deeper

Reflect on these passages: Genesis 2:18, it is not good that man should be alone, the root of
companionship; Hebrews 10:24-25, stirring one another up and not forsaking the assembly;
John 4:24, worship in spirit and truth; Hebrews 12:28-29, serve God with reverence and awe for
He is a consuming fire; 1 Timothy 6:6-8, godliness with contentment is great gain
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