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Introducing . . .
SIMPLE YET PROFOUND

One thing about Ecclesiastes 1 and
indeed the whole book is that it is
clear what the writer, Solomon, is
saying (1:13,17). We know how he
did it, (e.g, Ch. 2) and what
conclusions he reached (e.g., 1:2,14).
Like the One greater than Solomon, he
uses simple and obvious illustrations
from nature, recognizable in all
generations and cultures, to make his
points. This is not, say, James Joyce’s
‘Finnegan’s Wake’ or a textbook with
jargon and a glossary of terms to
master before we even start; there is
nothing arcane or esoteric or obtuse in
the language or how it is presented.

Much of what Solomon thinks to
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even occur to many of us, so that
while the vocabulary is relatable to,
the concepts are not. We might well
find therefore that that the processes
and conclusions of chapter 1 do not
resonate with us. We, as human
beings recognize more readily the
everyday concerns that the Lord Jesus
brought out from His illustrations from
nature in Matthew 6:25-29 and as
believers appreciate the assurances
He gives. But, still, the study of
Ecclesiastes is in its way another great
opportunity to look at what another
truly wise and profound man stated in
a very simple way, being moved by
the Holy Spirit.

ask and investigate, though, might not P.D.

From Study Groups . . .

THE TRANSITORY NATURE OF HUMAN LIFE (ECCLESIASTES 1)

From Buckhaven: The wisdom granted to Solomon resulted in a sharp insight into
the transitory nature of human life. He begins with blunt opening words, ‘vanity
of vanities, all is vanity’. Bringing our lives to an end - with a sigh - was described
by Moses (Ps. 90:9 RV). Our life as a vanishing vapour was described by James
(James 4:14). The ‘Preacher’ brought before his audience the utter futility of all
labour ‘under the sun” (Eccles. 1:3). Sometimes we may ask, ‘Why am | doing
this?’ As for the individual whose life boundary is only under the sun the reality is
indeed ‘a striving after wind’ (v. 17). However, for the individual whose life
perspective looks beyond the sun there is the reality of God our Saviour, who
judges righteously; as Paul wrote: ‘In the day when God shall judge the secrets of
men, according to my gospel, by Jesus Christ’ (Rom 2:16). Paul laboured with
heavenly awareness, ‘For we must all appear before the judgement seat of Christ’
(2 Cor. 5:10).

Our labours as disciples do matter. As God’s beloved children, we and our
toils are not insignificant. Paul encourages, ‘Wherefore, my beloved brethren, be
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ye steadfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch
as ye know that your labour is not vain in the Lord’ (1 Cor. 15:38).
James Johnson

From Cromer: The Philosopher King Some commentators, e.g. the preface to
Ecclesiastes in the ESV, view the book as the meditations of an old man, as he
considered the meaning of life, and the first chapter certainly seems like this.
When he came to the throne of Israel, he was comparatively young and called
himself rather self-effacingly ‘a little child’ (1 Kin. 3:8). He may well have felt that
the burden of kingship over God’s people was a heavy one to bear. Thus, when
God asked him what gifts he would like to have he chose wisdom (2 Chron. 1:10),
but when he looked back on his life in old age, he had to admit to himself that in
spite of his wisdom, glory and military prowess his achievements were all
evanescent. His wisdom consisted in his recognition that all human fame is only
temporary. Milton picked up this same theme, in Paradise Regained, when he put
in the mouth of Christ the words:

‘What is glory but the blaze of fame,
The people’s praise, if always praise unmixt?
... Of whom to be dispraised were no small praise?’

Most of us will never be famous, but if we look back even sixty years ago, and
think of those who were famous then, it makes us number our days, and think of
how we have used them.

Blissful ignorance? No! Ignorance is not blissful, because it implies shutting one’s
eyes to the truth. One cannot be happy if one refuses to recognise what one knows
to be true; that would be a state of perpetual internal conflict. One thinks of
Copernicus, charged with heresy for proposing his heliocentric model of the solar
system. He was forced to recant, but said sotto voce ‘But it does move’. What
does verse 1:18 mean? There are many things that are true, but hard to
understand; for instance, it would be a sorrow to me to struggle with Einsteinian
mathematics [Comment 1]. Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: First let us consider the identity of the author of Ecclesiastes. It is
reasonable to assume that the Teacher (Eccles. 1:1, NIVUK) or Preacher (ESV,
NASU, RV), the son of David, king in Jerusalem, was Solomon, outstanding
among wise men of his time (1 Kin. 4:29-31), for God had given him ‘a wise and
discerning heart’ after he had asked for ‘discernment in administering justice’, and
he exercised his gift, so that ‘all Israel held the king in awe’ (1 Kin. 3:11-12,28).

Transitory human life as seen from the divine perspective The king over Israel (1
Kin. 1:12) was well qualified to ask ‘What do people gain from all their labours at
which they toil under the sun?’ (Eccles. 1:3), since he claims, ‘I applied my mind
to study and to explore by wisdom all that is done under the heavens’ (1:13),

2



evidence of which is the Book of Proverbs, called ‘The proverbs of Solomor’, a
collection of sayings of wise men such as Agur and King Lemuel (Prov. 30:1;
31:1), and those dictated or written by himself (1 Kin. 4:31-33). His diligence and
poetic gift, in his 1,005 songs, is seen in ‘Song of Songs’ (1 Kin. 4:32; S. of S. 1:1).
As to God’s view of human life, Bible readers have discerned the high value God
places on the service and wisdom of women in the care of their households in
King Lemuel’s writings (Prov. 31:10-31). This appears also in Paul’s counsel to
Titus (Tit. 2:3-5), and his greetings and appreciation of the service of sisters in the
church of God in Rome (Rom. 16:3,6,12,15). In contrast to what may seem
transitory to human eyes, such service both to family and to others in God’s house
is precious to Him.

We focus now on the challenge and warning that we may understand was the
purpose in the questions posed in our chapter for study. In the passing of
generations of people who have toiled through life (Eccles. 1:4) we may find
human disappointment in seeing their sons or daughters unable to break free of
labour that might fill the day from dawn into the night (1:5), perhaps using the
light of lamp or candle, graphically portrayed in the rise and set of the sun, or the
wind-pattern repeated through the seasons (1:6). The appetite of eye and ear is
used to express the hazards of failing to keep them in control (1:8), reminding us
today of the danger to spiritual life of the lust of the eyes (1 John 2:16), and other
cravings of the sinful nature.

We may see in the sadness of the Preacher’s lesson here a warning to give our
time, labour and skills to profitable tasks and ventures. What more profitable field
for our endeavour could we find today than the service of Him who is the Son
over God's house? God does not forget work and love shown for Him in diligently
helping His people, and His reward is sure (Heb. 6:10-11). Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: The contrast between the books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes is
stark, the former opening with ‘to know wisdom and instruction ... The fear of the
LORD is the beginning of knowledge’ (vv. 2, 7 ESV) while the latter has ‘Vanity
of vanities ... All is vanity’ (1:2). The same hand having almost certainly written
them both adds to the dramatic effect of the contrast. It is as though the young
man, having learned wisdom from his father, and then having been blessed with
wisdom from God (2 Chron. 1:12), we now see the same man who has spent his
life observing from a vantage point of absolute splendour the pointlessness of
human effort and achievement. One might say that he is experiencing what
philosophers call ‘ennui” or ‘intellectual and sensory boredom’.

He is now described as ‘the Preacher’, but still ‘son of David and king in
Jerusalem’. It is as though he has changed his garb from that of the wise Sage-
Monarch to that of the world-weary commentator on the human condition. His
conclusion is that no matter what as mortals we turn our hands (and our hearts)
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to, all is vanity. Remarkably even the pursuit of not only ‘wisdom’ but also
‘madness and folly’ is a ‘striving after wind’ (v.17).

He concedes that God is the source of man’s dissatisfaction with his earthly
yearnings (v.13b), and nothing can provide soul satisfaction. All is weariness and
empty repetition of what has gone before, the cycle of the seasons, the years,
men’s lives and aspirations. Humanity is caught in a never-ending spiral of
meaningless activity. But why? The Preacher has not yet defined the root cause of
the problem; that will follow. What he does know is that his great learning does
not help, but rather seems to exacerbate his crisis, as he can see from where he
sits that it is the same for all, nobility and peasants. Vanity [in the sense of futility—
Eds] is universal, but some realise it more than others. Is it better, then, not to
know, not to see that there must be something beyond this existence that we
should strive towards? In our day and time, we can say with certainty that we have
a better hope than what job satisfaction or even family contentment or picnics on
the lawn can offer (all worthwhile in themselves). The promise of ‘what no eye
has seen nor ear heard ...” (1 Cor. 2:9) assures us that the vanity of vanities of our
mortal experience is not the end of the story. The Preacher has only just begun
his consideration of human wisdom and folly, and to do so, he will experiment
by exploring every pleasurable and intellectual option available to him, which
only a phenomenally wealthy person can do. How similar to so many today.

Roy Dickson

From Mount Forest: There are no obvious quotes from Ecclesiastes in the New
Testament (likewise for e.g., Song of Songs). Jewish Rabbis apparently long argued
whether Ecclesiastes should have been included in the canon of Scripture.
Christians accepted it as inspired while that debate was still continuing, but there
are unresolved questions. Did Solomon write it, though his name is not
mentioned? We suspect for most there is little difficulty seeing Solomon in the
self-descriptions provided, not applicable to any of David’s other sons (e.g., by
comparing 1 Kin. 4:29-34; 10:23; 11:42-43 with Eccles.1:12-17; 2:9). Why does
the writer instead call himself ‘The Preacher’, or convener (from Heb. Qoheleth)?
Perhaps it emphasizes we are to see ourselves as privileged to be gathered to learn
from this inspired writer, who is a wise king and judge (1 Kin. 3:9) and author of
the Proverbs (Prov. 4:1-2). We do find some of the teaching difficult to properly
understand and wonder at the writer’s rather depressing summary as he bookends
each section ‘all is vanity’ (Eccles.1:2; 1:14; 2:17; 3:19; 12:8), his favourite
expression! The key seems to be that his description relates to what he saw in the
material world, what he describes as ‘under the sun’, where, if we are inattentive,
we may waste effort chasing our own shadows.

Maybe the Preacher wrote in older age, when the constant newness of
childhood experiences is replaced with a frustrated ability to expect what’s next.
Again and again, he postulates attempts to find solutions to observed vanity, but
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is disappointed. A fruitless search may result from the wrong focus (see Deut.
29:29). Thus, freedom to enjoy mere fleshly pursuits produces boring repetition
(Eccles. 1:2-11; Rom. 7:5). Using worldly wisdom directed at time-bound activity
reveals little about eternity, yet the Preacher cannot avoid contemplating eternity
(Eccles. 3:11; 1 Cor. 2:14). We remembered Adam and Eve’s confusion about
wisdom led to their undoing. Previously they were naked but not ashamed, but
now they saw themselves differently, and hid from God (Gen. 3:6-10). What Peter,
James and John saw on the mountain was an opposite experience; they saw Jesus
transformed into His essential glory instead of the humility of His manhood (Mat.
17:2; 2 Pet. 1:16-18). John looked forward to a repeat of that experience (1 John
3:2). Ecclesiastes’ findings emphasize that spiritual things may be hidden from our
natural eyes (and minds), yet we can see the proof of their reality by the effect
they have. Jesus resolved Nicodemus’ problem of ‘under the sun’ by reasoning
with an analogy that Solomon was leaning towards (John 3:4-8; Eccles.11:5).

Ecclesiastes admonishes us not to be satisfied with great earthly wisdom that
reveals only the poverty of fallen mankind, but instead to bring into our
consideration God’s glory, creative power and absolute justice (e.g., Eccles. 5:1-
7; 8:2-3,16-17; 12:1,6), that call for reverence and self-examination. Yet these
themes appear as glints of light in the overwhelming dark background of ever-
present material vanity. Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: Ecclesiastes 1 poignantly reflects on the transitory and fleeting
nature of human life, capturing a sense of existential futility. The famous phrase
‘Vanity of vanities’ and ‘all is vanity” sets the tone for a reflection on the repetitive
and cyclical patterns of life that despite all human effort, lead to no lasting gain
(1:2 The Thompson Chain Reference Bible, K]V). The generations come and go
but the earth remains unchanged (1:4). Psalm 79:13 (NKJV) says ‘So we, Your
people...will show forth Your praise to all generations’. Psalm 145:4 says ‘One
generation commends your works to another; they tell of your mighty acts’. The
sun rises and sets, rivers flow endlessly into the sea (Eccles. 1:5-7), yet human life
is temporary and seemingly insignificant within these unchanging cycles which
show that human accomplishments, desires and ambitions are ultimately fleeting.

There is no satisfaction to the eye and ear in seeing and hearing (Eccles. 1:8),
e.g. movies and video phones in this present age. The same is hinted at by Agur
in Proverbs 30:15 about things that are never satisfied.

Solomon, the most famous among the people of his time in wisdom and wealth
(Eccles. 1:12-18) at last realised and said ‘Meaningless, meaningless everything is
meaningless’, like chasing after the wind. ‘We can summarise Solomon’s whole
life in Jesus” one sentence, ‘What good will it be for someone to gain the whole
world ,yet forfeit their soul’ (Mat. 16:26). S. ). M. Edward



From Surulere: Life often presents itself as an undulating and fluctuating
confluence of ebbs and flows, flotsam and jetsam. The constant impermanence
of our earthly sojourn and endeavours is a recurrent theme in Scripture: ‘All flesh
is grass, and all its loveliness is like the flower of the field. The grass withers, the
flower fades, because the breath of the LORD blows upon it; surely the people
are grass’ (Is. 40:6-7 NKJV).

The longsuffering Job gives personal force to the trajectory of human existence:
‘My days are swifter than a weaver’s shuttle, and are spent without hope” (Job
7:6). In the Psalm aptly titled in the NKJV ‘The Eternity of God and Man’s Frailty’
considered a prayer of Moses the man of God, the pulsating theme is continued:
“You turn people back to dust, saying, “return to dust, you mortals ... Yet you
sweep people away in the sleep of death - they are like the new grass of the
morning: in the morning it springs up new, but by evening it is dry and withered””’
(Ps. 90: 3,5-6 NIV).

The Preacher in the opening verses of Ecclesiastes, in a stark and piercing
process, dissects into different facets, the pervasive vicissitudes of mortal
existence. Firstly, the futility of all labour under the sun, in light of the certainty
that it shall all be left behind at death (Eccles. 1:2). Secondly, the inescapabilty of
decline and death: ‘Generations come and generations go’ (v.4). Thirdly, the
insatiability of the human senses (v.8) and fourthly, the seeming vicious cycle of
mortal existence (vv. 9-11).

A sole focus on the happenings under the sun would only trigger despair,
despondency and disbelief. Clarity is brought to the transitory nature of human
life when viewed through heaven’s eyes. In the first place, despite the inexorable
flux of human life: ‘He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set
eternity in the human heart; yet no one can fathom what God has done from
beginning to end’ (Eccles. 3:11).

The thick gloom of seeming futility and meaninglessness inherent in human
pursuits and achievements is mellowed by the knowledge that our work has
eternal consequences, whether good or bad: ‘For our light and momentary
troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all’ (2 Cor.
4:17).

In the Lord’s admonition: ‘But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven,
where moths and vermin do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and
steal’ (Mat. 6:20). Transient earthly wealth can be utilized for heavenly eternal
good: ‘Whoever is kind to the poor lends to the LORD and He will reward them
for what they have done’ (Prov. 19:17). We can and should rejoice in the labour
of our hands because it is God alone, who ‘richly provides us with everything for
our enjoyment’ (I Tim. 6:17). Fred Ntido



From Victoria BC: This month we are studying Ecclesiastes, or ‘The Preacher’.
The name preacher comes from the Hebrew word kohelet, which means preacher
or hearsay. We were asked to comment on the transitory nature of human life, as
described in this chapter, and draw some lessons from it to help us see matters
from the divine perspective.

The writer gets rightinto it and calls all things vanity. The word vanity is habel,
or more popularly known as ‘Abel.” His name means vapour, steam, or a puff of
wind: something that is here today and gone tomorrow. The mayfly lives one day,
and from our perspective it is very short, however to the fly it is its normal, rich
life and length. It is the same with everything God has made. The preacher talks
about the wind and current cycles of water and of precipitation. Science has
shown the amount of water in the world hasn’t decreased or increased over the
millennia. These things go on while we have an end, and yet, according to verse
8, we are never satisfied with seeing and hearing. We see fashions and trends
come and go, and return again. Solomon, the writer of this book, was given
wisdom to teach in the kingdom but also used it to find things out in the world.
He found that what is twisted cannot be straightened and what is lacking cannot
be counted (v. 15). Solomon said he found God had burdened men with a great
burden. Everything was meaningless to him in all his searches, and rightly so
because in our short lives we are tempted by the lusts of the eyes and flesh, and
the pride of life (1 John 2:16), and without God in our lives, our lives are indeed
meaningless. You can experience all kinds of thrills and experiences, such as an
interesting and varied career, pleasures such as holidays and travel, and try
different things like parachuting or scuba diving. But what does all that get you if
you never do these things with God? Maybe a good obituary at the end [Comment
2]. We are like the man Abel. We are here and then we are not. We need to foster
our relationship with Jesus, who says He wants us and wants to spend eternity
with us. Solomon received wisdom from God, and Jesus is God, so He gave
Solomon wisdom. The gospel by John in chapter one says Jesus is the Word of
God. He made all things. He upholds all things with the word of His power. That
takes more power and wisdom than we can comprehend.

The next thing we were asked to consider is Solomon’s declaration, that
increased knowledge will increase sorrow. Is this true? There is an adage that says,
‘the one with the most toys at the end wins.” We generally agreed that without
God life is depressing and pointless, but with Jesus in control of our lives, we will
have meaning and true purpose. Rodger Lefevre



COMMENTS

1. (Cromer): | assume that Solomon applied his heart ‘to know wisdom, and to
know madness and folly’ (v. 17) and having done so fully (as explained in chapter
2) decided that it — maybe the process, maybe the outcome, maybe both — was a
‘striving after wind.” The conclusions of verse 18 do seem to relate to the ‘striving
after wind’ of verse 17 and | am minded for my own part to consider them as
summaries of what he elaborates in chapter 2:12-23. It is fair enough of course to
consider the conclusions of verse 18 as stand-alone truth and work out how and
when they could apply. You have provided one; another quite different one could
be that the thoughts of J. Parker’s hymn ‘God holds the key of all unknown’ (190
in PHSS) are consistent with the conclusions of verse 18. P.D.

I think a good number of people would readily understand a very simple
equation to this, viz. the process of learning and acquiring knowledge does not
necessarily bring satisfaction or contentment in life’s circumstances. If anything,
it may well be the very opposite at times - there’s more to worry about. Likewise,
one has to be careful about the danger of assuming he or she has an accumulation
of wisdom — it carries the burden of worrying about being extremely careful in the
handling of every situation. ‘For if anyone thinks he is something, when he is
nothing, he deceives himself’ (Gal. 6:3 ESV). R.B.F.

2. (Victoria B.C.): The pursuit of earthly pleasures for their own sake, as Solomon
discovered, must inevitably fail to satisfy. Some of the activities you mention
could be either work-related or recreational, which in themselves are quite
legitimate and necessary for our well-being and sense of self-worth. As you rightly
observe, the priority for the Christian is his or her relationship with the Lord Jesus.
Only when we give Him the first place in our hearts and honour God in all our
endeavours, do we find true fulfilment and meaning. 1)



Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF HOSEA

Introduction

As we know, when the Lord Jesus joined the two of the Lord’s followers returning
to their home in Emmaus from Jerusalem, He immediately engaged with them,
inquiring about the topic of their conversation. Then beginning from the writings
of Moses (viz. the Pentateuch —first five books of our Bible) and ‘all the prophets’,
including the so-called ‘minor prophets’ like Hosea, He unfolded to them the
meaning of their messages regarding His own person and the work He came to
do on earth. The ‘prophets’ in this context would include those in the historical
books of the Old Testament, with Moses himself being the first mentioned. As the
Saviour continued His communication, the two travellers hung on every word He
spoke during the remainder of the journey home (Deut. 18:15; Luke 24:13-35).

Future Restoration and Hope

Hosea’s name means ‘deliverer’ or ‘liberator’, while Isaiah’s name translates ‘Jah
has saved’. Hosea prophesied for 45 years (770 - 725 BC) thirty years before Isaiah
(740 - 697 BC), during the reign of four kings of Judah and five kings of Israel, but
while Isaiah’s ministry centred on Judah (the southern kingdom), Hosea’s was
directed to the house of Israel (the northern kingdom), where God’s judgement
was going to fall because of their idolatrous practices. However, God’s mercy to
His people would never fail, and would be shown to both the children of Israel
and the children of Judah. The day would assuredly arrive when both kingdoms
would be reunited and their privileged status as God’s people would be restored
(Is. 1:1; 2:1; Hos. 1:1-2,6, 10-11).

Despite listing all Israel’s waywardness from God and reminding them of His
incessant supply and provision of all their resources, Hosea had, with strong
words of conviction, to do everything he could to bring them to their senses and
realise the predicament in which they now found themselves. Their lingering
ingratitude and rebellious attitude called forth divine retribution. Yet, once more,
the Lord would open a door of hope and appeal to their heart. Would they listen
to Him? If so, He would be as a husband to them and a fearsome warrior to their
enemies (Hos. 2:8; 11-14,16).

Is that not just like the Lord pleading with us when we stray from Him and
falter on a self-destructive path? He knows, He cares, and He works out the
circumstances which will bring deliverance, recovery and renewal of faith and
trust, when we come in repentance to Him (1 Pet. 5:7,10).



Ignorance and Admixture; Forgiveness and Restitution

The lack of desire to know and learn more about the Lord is a slight to Him. Its
trail leads to disaster in seeking other interests tied to the world around us that
take us away, as it did Israel, from Him. It is a prostitution of self to what is not of
the Lord. The pleasures of sin are ephemeral and so easily destroy the spiritual life
and service of the believer. With Israel, their princes, dealing treacherously with
the Lord in forsaking the pursuit of knowing Him more and more, resulted in
removing the ancient landmarks established by their spiritual fathers (Hos. 4:1,6;
5:10; 6:1-3,6; James 4:3-4).

Under the metonym of ‘Ephraim’, Israel was guilty of spiritual adultery, by
adopting the idolatrous practices of other nations that were against God, thereby
dissipating their strength in standing in testimony for Him to those very countries;
the result was the loss of their identity as His special, holy nation. This caused the
Lord to descend upon those in His house like a swooping eagle hunting for its
prey. His people’s service in His dwelling-place would come to nought; the good
days would be over, and all that would be found in His precious house would be
an aura of animosity and emptiness (Hos. 7:8-9; 8:1,8; 9:4,8,15).

God gives His errant people time, however, to return and seek the Lord; to
retrace their steps in the paths of righteousness; to seek once more the mercy of
God so that He may turn things round and outpour His blessing; and this rests on
the simple premise, ‘He is God, and not man.” The promises of God are sure and
steadfast (Hos. 10: 12; 11:9; 14:1-2; 2 Cor. 1:20).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Introducing . . .

February

MARRIAGES OF CONVENIENCE VERSUS GOD’S IDEAL

Solomon records with obvious pride,
that he bought and owned many male
and female servants and procured for
himself ‘the delights of the sons of
men, concubines very many’ (v. 8).
From a contemporary western
viewpoint, Solomon  would be
accused of being a slave-owner and
that his concubines would hardly
mean more to him than goods and
chattels—these in addition to the
wives he had already married!

It is important to understand the
actions of king Solomon in the cultural
context of the time, when kings
demonstrated their absolute authority
and status through the accumulation
of wealth. This was displayed in the
maintenance of a regal household and
retinue of servants, which, as several
Old Testament examples show, more
often than not included wives and
concubines. It also goes without
saying, that since these were lawfully
contracted relationships, they were
recognised as legitimate, though far
from ideal, in the sight of God.

Even though such liaisons were
permitted under the old covenant, we
know from the teaching of the Lord
Jesus that polygamous marriages
(which must include the keeping of
concubines), were contrary to God's
original design for marital happiness
and were not the most beneficial
setting for the wellbeing of children
and families, which—from the

beginning—has always been a
monogamous, lifelong  marriage
between one man and one woman.
Sadly, due to hardness of heart and
self-pleasing, the divine ideal has
often been cast aside, resulting in hurt
and damage to those affected thereby.

Unquestionably, under both the
old covenant and the new covenant,
all extra-marital relationships are
wrong in the sight of God.

Despite the teaching and practice
of the world in which we live—and
this includes the (often polygamous)
forced ‘marriages’ of teenage girls
captured by Islamic terrorists in Africa;
also, in other places where the
oppressive culture of Islamic law
sanctions such degrading treatment of
women—the Christian is obliged to
uphold the teachings of the Lord Jesus
as given to His disciples in the gospels
and in the apostles teaching.

The New Testament elevates
married women to equal status with
men as ‘joint heirs of the grace of life’
(1 Pet. 3:7 RV), and dignifies the
complementary role they play within
the marriage, living meaningful lives
at the centre of the family home,
providing both maternal nurture to
their children and love and support to
their husbands, who in turn, are
expected to reflect Christ’s love for the
church towards their wives. This is
God'’s ideal for marriage. 1.J.



From Study Groups . . .

THE FUTILITY OF HUMAN ENDEAVOUR (ECCLESIASTES 2)

From Buckhaven: The laughter (merriment) which Solomon observes, he assesses
as mad (making a show). Of mirth he despairingly asks: ‘What does it
accomplish?’ (Eccles. 2:2 NKJV). ‘The wise man’s eyes are in his head” must surely
mean one who is intelligent, astute, thoughtful and aware of responsibilities while
the fool is heedless and ignorant - even stupid - yet both kinds of men die. The
stark reality of temporal human life is captured in descriptive phrases like, ‘The
number of the days of their life’ (2:3 RVM) and ‘vanity and a striving after wind’
(v. 11). A'sense of despair is clearly presented: the wise and foolish both die - and
both are soon forgotten (v. 16). God gave Solomon great wisdom. Nevertheless,
in applying his skilful insights to all the possibilities of labours and pleasures
‘under the sun’ the reality was stark: gain from this life proved a passing vanity;
‘there was no profit under the sun’ (2:11).

The more Solomon surveyed an individual’s selfish approach to life the more
he realised how unsatisfactory was the ‘striving of his heart’ — ‘for all his days are
but sorrows and his travail is grief’ (v. 23). Then, in contrast to all this despair,
Solomon glimpses how a man’s approach to life’s labours, the ability to eat and
drink, is raised to a higher plane by recognising ‘the hand of God’ (v. 24)
[Comment 1]. The translation given in the Revised margin makes better sense than
the Revised Version or Authorised Version text — ‘For who can eat, or who can
have enjoyment apart from him’ (v. 25 RVM). These three words make all the
difference in life’s portion. They also harmonize with Paul’s word to Timothy -
God ‘giveth us richly all things to enjoy’ (1 Tim. 6:17). Indeed, ‘For of him, and
through him and unto him are all things. To him be the glory forever. Amen’ (Rom.
11:36). James Johnson

From Cromer: Where is happiness? Since Solomon was given his great wisdom,
he presumably had studied what thinkers had said before him, and had tried for
himself the systems of thought of his predecessors. In chapter one he relates that
he had ‘seen everything that is done under the sun” and had concluded that it was
ephemeral, giving no satisfaction. In Chapter 2 he said ‘I will test myself with
pleasure’—enjoy myself. He did everything his great riches permitted, but had to
conclude that this, too, was vanity. He tried ‘wine, that ‘gladdens the heart of
man’ (Ps. 104:15 BSB), but that brought no happiness, either.

The two approaches he tried approximated to two philosophical systems
current at the time, c.300 B.C. Since philosophical systems are based on
speculation they cannot lead to conclusive results, and this was still true when
Paul encountered the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers in the Agora at Athens,
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(Acts 17:18). It is apparent, therefore, that philosophic systems are a dead end;
they cannot bring satisfaction because they lack substantive foundations. Paul’s
solution was to preach a factually-founded message — Jesus and the resurrection.

Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: Lessons from Ecclesiastes 2:1-11 The king first offers a lesson in
self-control, setting himself to ‘explore by wisdom’ the pleasures ‘under heaven’,
to find out what is good (1:12; 2:1,3). This elevates what might seem self-
indulgence to a lesson for those who heard the king as Teacher or Preacher and
those who read his book. For a further lesson we may reflect that God has
included the wise king’s writings in the Book which is His Word, given for
instruction in His ways. From the ‘great projects’ we select his building houses
‘for himself’, and planting vineyards, making gardens with fruit trees in them, and
reservoirs to water them (2:4-6). In this is a further lesson for those who seek
wisdom ‘under the sun’ as we consider the work of the king when the nation
reached a high point in prosperity not equalled in the Old Testament world (1
Kin. 10:23,27; 2 Chr. 9:19-21).

This was part of the blessing God gave Solomon because he sought wisdom for
just government, not riches for himself (1 Kin. 3:8-13). This raises us to a higher
level than what the king did for people whose ambition was limited to things
‘under heaven’. We think then of the temple that he planned with prayer that it
might be worthy of the place where the Lord God would put His name (Deut.
12:21; 2 Chr. 2:4; 6:34; 7:16). How instructive is the understanding of the wise
king in his prayer for the nation when in captivity they would ‘pray towards this
place and confess thy name and turn from their sin’, and be forgiven! (1 Kin. 8:35-
36). The Teacher also saw that God should teach them the right way to live (1
Kin. 8:35-36). Another such lesson may be found in Solomon’s appeal that when
a plea was made by any of God’s people—'each one aware of the afflictions of
their own hearts’, the Lord would hear from heaven, His dwelling place, forgive
and act (1 Kin. 8:38-39 NIV).

The principle set out in Ecclesiastes 2:26 Let us think further about the blessing
for those who benefited from the king’s projects in 2:4, or their own. The wise
who gave thought to how their work should be done, or how to profit from the
king’s work, so as to help their families or others, could receive increased wisdom,
knowledge and happiness: wisdom through offering their services and skills when
the royal officers hired craftsmen or labourers; gaining knowledge, and finding it
enhanced by God; seeking happiness in service, satisfaction in work well done,
or in counsel provided. This recalls examples on the higher level of artisans such
as Hiram and the men of Gebal, entrusted with leading the construction of the
temple which the king built, and those whom they employed (1 Kin. 5:13-18;
7:13-14). Wise contributors would be aware that they were raising a temple for
the God of Israel, and they would be present when Solomon said, ‘... there is no
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God like you in heaven above or on earth below - you who keep your covenant
of love with your servants who continue wholeheartedly in your way’ (1 Kin. 8:
23). Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: The writer of this book, traditionally understood to be King
Solomon, shares his experiences of life under the sun. He speaks of all types of
things, experiences and observations. The first part of the chapter relates to his
gratitude in getting all he desired in life’s comforts and pleasures. Nothing seemed
to be held back from him, in unlimited pleasure in humour and laughter, to
gratifying his heart with wine. King David could say ‘wine that makes glad the
heart of man’ (Ps. 104:15 NKJV).

Ecclesiastes 10:19 says ‘A feast is made for laughter and wine makes merry but
money answers everything’. Did King Solomon believe this? He found that wine,
merriment and money were not the answers to long-lasting happiness; they were
only fleeting pleasures.

He then mentions his great architectural building projects, which he would
have delighted in designing and planning, with beautiful gardens, integrating
reflection pools and reservoirs to water them. Gardens of specifically chosen
flowers, trees and shrubs including all types of fruit trees. There was no limit to
the staff who attended his gardens, his household, his vast flocks and herds and
those assigned to look after his great number of horses and chariots. The best
talented singers and skilled musicians were there to please him in whatever he
desired. He obtained immense riches and whatever he gained and received was
a result of his God-given wisdom and labour. It appears after all this indulgence
in pleasure, material things and whatever he desired, he could say all was vanity;
all was worthless at the end of the day. It was a grasping after wind and there was
no eternal profit.

He observed that the eyes of the wise are in his head. Wisdom and
understanding gave him the insight to discern things wisely rather than
superficially and through this, his life was materially blessed. The fool lacking
wisdom can labour and strive, and yet it can all be taken away. At the end of life,
he and the wise meet the same equalising event: death!

In Ecclesiastes 2:26, God gives wisdom and knowledge and joy to the man
who is good in His sight. It appears that the heavenly portion of wisdom and
knowledge with all its blessings seems to elude the sinner in his work of gathering
and collecting, which end in vanity and grasping after wind. How pertinent is
Psalm 127:2 ‘It is vain for you to rise up early, to sit up late, to eat the bread of
sorrows, for so He gives His beloved sleep.” The human hand without the hand
of God is vain.



The Lord Jesus in all His wisdom desired not the things of this world. He never
owned any real estate; hardly had a coin to His name; frequently did not have a
comfortable bed to sleep in; relied on the kindness of others for His daily
sustenance with His only desire to please His Father in heaven, ‘to serve and not
be served” and ‘give His life a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45). ‘For we know the
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sakes He
became poor, that through His poverty you might become rich’ (2 Cor. 8:9). What
riches compared to the riches of this world! Ron Busby

From Mount Forest: Verses 1-11 of Ecclesiastes 2 describe pursuits to discover
what is ‘good” (vv. 3,24-26). Perhaps Solomon’s definition of that term left out the
most important aspect. Jesus revealed what that is in His response to the rich
young ruler (Mark 10:17-30). Without an appreciation of the goodness of God our
definition of ‘good’ is very deficient. Temporary earthly possessions must be
contrasted to heavenly and eternal blessings in the ‘age to come’.

Solomon expresses a desire common to Man to know the meaning of this life.
He looks back to his own experiences, and concludes they have little lasting value
because he will be subject to death, the same as all others, wise or unwise. He
must leave all he gains behind. Why then did he not at first instead focus on good
things of eternal value?

Verses 12-23 then express further disappointment with the loss of everything
material when one dies, and no ability to affect the next generations. By his
observation he concluded much of history seems a pointless repetition, that
cannot bring pleasure that endures beyond the grave. Itis a truism that we should
learn from others’ mistakes because we won’t live long enough to make them all
ourselves! But Solomon just saw a seemingly endless repetition that did not bring
a more favourable result. With our hindsight we can see the only way out of this
box, is to adopt a paradigm shift. Instead of evaluating everything by its effect
‘under the sun’ (v.17), i.e., in the earthly setting of humankind, the perspective
needs to shift to an eternal view.

Despite his amazing wisdom, it seems Solomon was losing the sense of awe
he needed. He was enabled to know more and more, but was failing to humbly
appreciate with child-like wonder there are vital things beyond mere human
intellect. If he had focused more on his relationship with God, and the
awesomeness of his Creator, his conclusions may have been better balanced.
Deuteronomy 29:29 is instructive when we are searching for meaning: ‘The secret
things belong to the Lord our God, but those things which are revealed belong to
us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law’ (Deut.
29:29 ESV).

In the final verses of this chapter his attention does begin to turn to God. It is
as though he had been reading Psalm 49:10-13! For us, Luke 12:13-21; James
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4:13-17 and 1 Timothy 6:6-9 also immediately come to mind in relation to verse
26. Sadly, the Preacher at this stage in the book is holding back from his audience
key aspects they should know. In the days of His flesh, Jesus said of the legal
experts that they had ‘taken away the key of knowledge. You did not enter
yourselves, and you hindered those who were entering’ (Luke 11:52). Ignorant
themselves, they left their students in ignorance of what God had for them, and
deprived them of a knowledge of God’s will that would bring them blessing. To
avoid being guilty of a similar failing Solomon would need to bring to his readers
attention the things God freely discloses will bring true meaning to our lives (see
Eccles.12:13; 1 John 5:2-3 ESV). Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: Verses 1-11 of Ecclesiastes 2 contain the reflections and
experiences of Solomon who was a wise philosopher and a great king of Jerusalem
whose mind was in conflict over the problems of life. After speaking of
disillusionments that had come to him, he presents the view of the Epicurean
materialist, that there is nothing better than the carnal enjoyment of the pleasures
of this life. [see Cromer’s paper, para. 2—Eds].

The search of the natural man in Solomon for satisfaction and happiness can
be divided into: verses 1- 3, where they are not to be found in worldly pleasures;
verses 4 - 6, where they are not to be found in art or agriculture; and verses 7 —
11, where they are not to be found in great possessions.

These verses explore the quest of the king to understand the meaning of life
through pleasure, accomplishments and wisdom. They begin with Solomon’s
testing of life’s pleasures which include indulgence in laughter, wine, wealth, and
various material comforts, such as building great houses, planting vineyards, and
accumulating treasures. Despite achieving significant wealth and enjoying it to
the fullest, he concludes that these pursuits are ultimately meaningless vanity and
do not provide lasting contentment.

They explain the pursuit of wisdom with folly, noting that wisdom is preferable
because it provides insight and understanding. However, even wisdom is limited
as both the wise and the foolish share the same ultimate fate — death! This
realization deepens the king’s reflection on the fleeting and futile nature of human
endeavours when considered apart from God.

It finally highlights the theme that earthly achievements and pleasures, while
temporarily fulfilling, cannot bring ultimate fulfilment or lasting satisfaction.
S. ). M. Edward

From Surulere: There is a hollowness inherent in a life unhallowed by the touch

of the triune God. There is palpable listlessness and aridness consequent upon a
distinct and singular pursuit of the pleasures of this world: ‘For Demas has

16



forsaken me, having loved this present world, and has departed for Thessalonica’
(2 Tim. 4:10 NKJV).

It was the prophet Jeremiah who aptly prayed: ‘O LORD, | know the way of
man is not in himself; it is not in man who walks to direct his own steps’ (Jer.
10:23). Nevertheless, unregenerate man in his presumptuous ‘omniscience’ has,
throughout his chequered history, sought to be ‘the master of my fate and the
captain of my soul” (W.E. Henley). In the inspired words of the prophet Isaiah: ‘All
we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned, every one, to his own way’ (Is.
53:6).

The attendant debacle which inexorably hastens upon the affairs of one
oblivious of the truth that: ‘My times are in Your hand; ...” (Ps. 31:15), is swift and
certain. The perplexing contradiction of Solomon’s life signposts the distressing
enigma intrinsic, even in a divinely chosen life, that is immersed in the
experimentation with earthly themes.

Solomon curiously made it his mission: ‘to test himself with mirth and to enjoy
pleasure’ (Eccles. 2:1-2). He explored how to gratify his flesh with wine and to lay
hold of folly (v. 3). He acquired the most opulent houses, orchards, gardens and
vineyards (v.4) He had all the trappings to ensure a soft life of ease and the most
extravagant creature comforts. Sadly, as the Lord Himself asserted: ‘Take heed
and beware of covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of
the things he possesses’ (Luke 12:15).

It is in the possession of things that the futility of human behaviour reaches its
nadir. It is not so much that things in and of themselves are innately evil, often
being amoral; for, as the apostle Paul so eloquently declared, it is the Lord God:
‘who gives us richly all things to enjoy’ (1 Tim. 6:17). It is the enfeebling nature
of material things, in its wide spectrum, that invites the divine stricture: ‘Do not
love the world or the things in the world” (1 John 2:15). It is to maintain godly
balance in our behaviour towards material things that the apostle Paul again
enjoined: ‘And those who use this world as not misusing it’ (1 Cor. 7:31).

A life of self-indulgence, even for one with the highest possible wisdom
endowed by God on any mortal, is a life teetering on the cusp of absolute ruin.
Solomon’s vaunted wisdom, which in his words stayed with him during his
bizarre explorations, eventually became corrupted and led to his downfall. We
celebrate the greater than Solomon, our Lord Jesus Christ, who is the wisdom of
God and in whom it pleased His God and Father to have the fullness of the
Godhead dwell bodily (Mat. 12:42; 1 Cor. 1:24; Col. 2:9). Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: Some thoughts on verses 1-11 were that life is brief; that trying
the ‘broken cisterns’ of what life offers will fail. We frequently find that we usually
do things for our own pleasure, enjoyment and benefit. Isaiah 6:9-10 says the Lord
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Himself closed the eyes of Israel so they would not perceive and know good things
from God's laws and instead let them have their sinful ways, so they could
ultimately see how empty life is without a relationship with God. We can build a
lovely, sensuous environment i.e. gardens, a big, beautiful home, fountains,
private park, a fleet of collector cars, or boats. We can have ‘yes’ men, and
associate with beautiful women and loads of cash, but what does that achieve?
Will anyone be helped if we build a ‘Disneyland’ life around ourselves?

Laughter is foolish (Eccles. 2:2). Chapter 7:4b adds to that and says the heart
of fools is in the house of pleasure, or mirth. However, in chapter 8:15 it says joy
will accompany believers in their work all the days of their lives. From these verses
it seems the ‘blessings’ for saints are different from sinners. Another brother
summed it up this way, this writer tried everything, but it didn’t help with
satisfaction. But the chapter gives hope, in that we can be satisfied with what God
has given us: gifts for instance. We are to use them to benefit the growth and work
of the church.

Psalm 119: 18 says God will open the eyes of those who want to see wonderful
things in His law. That is what God did when He gifted Solomon with exceptional
wisdom. We saw that Solomon tried a disciplined life and found it vanity. He tried
pleasure in various forms, like laughter and mirth, and added to that flesh and
wine. He had a harem of wives, which numbered a thousand at one point. He
tried it all while keeping his logic intact and found it all empty, a chasing of the
wind (Eccles. 2:11). The word of God shows too that we can be obsessed with
amassing stuff, that can take up a great portion of our time and thought. We can
be kept awake with worrying nights (v. 23). The chapter shows we can be
distracted about the ultimate fate of who gets our stuff when we die. We can be
focused too much on what seems unfair. The godly die just like the ungodly and
are both soon forgotten.

So, what are we to do to combat this in our lives? Well, we were asked to
explain verse 14 — ‘The wise man’s eyes are in his head, while the fool walks in
darkness.” A wise-hearted person will use their enlightened minds to avoid
trouble or face it with discernment. The believer will die daily to self and live for
Christ. Rodger Lefevre



COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven): Was that really so for Solomon in the train of thought he is
following? The conclusion at the end of the chapter does not suggest so to me as
it is exactly the same conclusion as he has drawn previously. Of course, for us,
and for countless others (as the Glasgow paper, in particular, brings out) our
thoughts are indeed raised to a higher plane by recognising the hand of God and
it is a necessary, beneficial, and valuable thing for us to do. But neither we, nor
they, then say ‘this also is vanity and a striving after wind’, which suggests God
(Elohim) viewed by a fatalist or a follower of some other earthly philosophy rather
than by one with a vital spiritual relationship with the living LORD. P.D.

Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF JOEL

Introduction

In the timeline of the minor prophets, Joel’s prophecy to Judah took place around
878 to 838 BC, about three years after that of Obadiah, whose ministry was
directed to Edom, which was a Gentile kingdom at that time.

How grateful we should be that God had the messengers of His word ‘standing
at the ready’ to hear and act upon the instructions He would give them. Joel,
whose name means ‘Jehovah is God’, was a fearless and faithful deliverer of
solemn warnings to a rebellious people whom he described as drunkards,
denouncing their selfish ways and demanding a spirit of repentance that would
bring release from their stricken circumstances (Joel 1:1,5,8).

Desolation, and later Restoration, in the House of the Lord

The priests of the Lord’s dwelling place on earth were deprived of their
responsibilities in the house of God dealing with the meal and the drink offerings.
The products of the field and the fruit of the vine lay wasted, having been
untended and disregarded. The joy of a harvest had not been experienced.
However, a rallying cry from the prophet for repentance and confession of sin
was proclaimed, that would put matters right and ward off God’s judgement, for
joy and gladness had simply been eradicated from God’s house through the
neglect of the people (1:9-12,16).

The clarion call of the voice of the Lord was to be sounded as a trumpet, for
the fearful day of God'’s visitation was about to take place unless there was a
complete change of heart in the attitude of priests and people. An enemy of
outstanding force and reputation would come and devour with ease everyone and
everything that stood in its way, making the earth quake and the very heavens
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tremble, yet, in God’s grace there was still time for Judah to make amends by
turning their hearts to God, repenting of their stubbornness of heart (Joel 2:1-
2,10,12-13).

Does all this not have a voice for us as the people of God in His house today?
‘How shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation? (Heb. 2:3; see also
12:25,28-29; 2 Pet. 3:9,11).

Encouragement though was further given, by a direct message to the priests,
described as ministers of the Lord, to cry out for God’s mercy in sparing His
heritage, to which the Lord responded in giving assurance of blessing that would
come, restoring once again the richness of His goodness upon people and land
(Joel 2:23-27).

Future World Events in the Calendar of Prophecy

The Spirit of God points to future events in the latter part of Joel’s ministry of
which there is a partial fulfilment in the powerful effect of Peter’s preaching on
the day of Pentecost in Jerusalem (Joel 2:28-32; Acts 2:17-21). This will have its
full and final outcome in the time prior to the coming of the day of the Lord when
He will vanquish His and Israel’s foes and set up the earthly millennial kingdom,
seated upon the throne of His glory and righteously judging the living nations (Joel
3:7-17; Mat. 24:29-31; 25:31-46). Then, once more, God will dwell with men on
earth and ‘a fountain shall come forth of the house of the Lord’ (Joel 3:18), ‘a
fountain ... for sin and uncleanness’ (Zech. 13:1).

What a wide canvas is drawn for our learning and appreciation in such a brief
and compact prophecy in God'’s book.
R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Introducing
God’s Perfect Timing

From Study Groups
The Ups and Downs of Life
(Ecclesiastes 3)

Feature
The House of God in the Book of Amos

He has made everything beautiful in its time.
Eccles. 3:11a ESV




Introducing . . .
GOD’S PERFECT TIMING

There are a number of different
Hebrew words for ‘time’, for instance,
yom, speaking of a general time /
sometime; techillah, referring in a

number of cases to the
commencement of time. In the
chapter of our study subject,

Ecclesiastes 3, all through it is eth,
conveying God’s time, which is
always the ‘right and proper time’ at
which to act.

How very different from our
‘timing’ of actions, which can vary
enormously, from  ‘jumping in’
impolitely to a conversation; or, on
the other hand, failing miserably to
intervene when swift decisive action
by words might be the solution to
reduce tension between two or more
people, preventing an argument
developing into an affray. What
lessons then can we learn from the
need for correct timing when
circumstances arise, and often
abound, that might lead to a potential
hot spot of trouble?

In the animal realm we can see
conflict and hostility arise quickly,
mirroring what can take place so
easily in humanity (vv. 18-19). One
fairly obvious deterrent to impulsive
action is to be more specific in praying
for a particular matter we might be
concerned about, and in which we
might become involved, by not
engaging in  what is  simply
perfunctory prayer, thinking that a
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‘general’  prayer
problematic scenario.

covers every

A striking example of this is
Nehemiah, cupbearer to Artaxerxes
king of Persia, who had explained that
the reason for the sadness of his
countenance in the monarch’s
presence was the destruction of his
homeland in Judah, and the effect
upon his people. The king was clearly
desiring to give his office-bearer what
support he would be able to provide
in Nehemiah’s deep concern. How
was he to answer the king’s request? It
was, ‘So | prayed (silently, obviously)
to the God of heaven.” He must have
prayed specifically and silently, in that
moment, for the king to authorise him
to take leave of absence and return to
Jerusalem to enact a reconstruction
programme, and also have an
appropriate timeframe to do so (Ezra
2:2-6).

Approaching the throne of grace in
silent prayer to God for guidance and
direction in specific events and
aspects of life, for instance, while
walking along the road, or asked a
direct and challenging question, the
correct timing being sought in
handling life’s oft-fraught situations
may save us from many a sorrow.

‘With all prayer and supplication
praying at all seasons in the Spirit’
(Eph. 6:18).

R.B.F.



From Study Groups . . .

THE UPS AND DOWNS OF LIFE (ECCLESIASTES 3)

From Buckhaven: As Solomon concludes his musings on ‘a time for every purpose
(matter) under heaven’ he abruptly considers the question of what profit an
individual might have in his labours. His sense of despair is apparent. But, as
despairing as Solomon the preacher sounds, we take greater comfort from Paul
the preacher’s encouragement: ‘Wherefore, my beloved brethren, be ye stedfast,
unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know
that your labour is not vain in the Lord’ (1 Cor. 15:58 RV). As Christian disciples
we have the benefit of looking to the example of Jesus, ‘the author and perfecter
of faith” and also of Paul’s example—labouring and living for the Lord—'Be ye
imitators of me even as | also am of Christ’ (1 Cor. 11:1). Nevertheless, even in
Solomon’s despair he acknowledged God’'s good temporal gifts—food to be
enjoyed and work for our hands to engage with. Rather than any hedonistic
thought in Solomon’s discourse, his awareness of God brings a wholesome
attitude towards eating and drinking—quite different from the godless attitude of
‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die’ (1 Cor 15:32). We find encouragement
in the temporary nature of this present lifetime because God gives us ‘richly all
things to enjoy’ (1 Tim. 6:17). Our lives are enriched when we recognise God as
the Giver whereas if we reach after money because of ‘the love of money’ the
inevitable result is the impoverishment of our souls. Rather than falling into this
trap the writer to the Hebrews admonishes disciples to be ‘free from the love of
money; content with such things as ye have: for himself hath said, I will in no
wise fail thee, neither will I in any wise forsake thee’ (Heb. 13:5).  James Johnson

From Cromer: Who Chooses? We sometimes sing:

‘Our times are in Thy hand

O God, we wish them there;

Our lives, our souls, our all, we leave
Entirely to Thy care.

Our times are in Thy hand,
Whatever they may be;

Pleasing or painful, dark or bright,
As best may seem to Thee’

(P.H.S.S. 170; W.F. Lloyd)

The alternatives in these verses are not fatalist, implying that there is a
foreordained time when we must do something, but they offer opportunities to be
taken up. It is our responsibility to glorify God in our bodies (1 Cor. 6:19).
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Ecclesiastes 3:3-8 lay out the range of opportunities for us to use within this
limitation.

Accentuate the Positive The first eight verses of chapter three give the choices
that are placed before man, but verses nine to fifteen stress the fact that the gifts
of God are good — even work. God has given business ... to the children of men
to be busy with (v. 10 ESV) and He desires ‘that everyone should eat and drink
and take pleasure in all his toil — this is God’s gift to man’ (v. 13). God himself is
good, and is the author of all good things (James 1:17). Satan has spread the
calumny that Christians should be miserable, whereas the very opposite should
be true. Paul wrote to the Philippians ‘Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say,
rejoice’ (Phil. 4:4).

Men and Animals From the very beginning of the description of life, Scripture
makes a distinction between men and animals. Genesis 1 describes the creation
of the physical universe, culminating in the creation of man after God’s ‘image
and likeness’ (Gen. 1:26). To man God gave the task of naming birds and animals
(Gen. 2:19-20), and throughout scripture the distinction is made between them
and humankind. What the two parts of earthly creation have in common is that
both are subject to death, and in that respect, there is no difference between them,
but the great difference is moral responsibility. If I say ‘Bad dog!’ to a puppy, it
simply means that the dog has done something that | didn't want him to do; he
doesn’t think that I mean that he should have thought over his actions and
weighed them in principle. Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: Christian perspective in Ecclesiastes 3:1-8:

(1) “A time to kill and a time to heal” (3:3) Those who heard or read this saying
might think of the king dealing with an enemy threatening the nation; or in his
court in Jerusalem, or by judges elsewhere bringing people to trial followed by
execution (1 Kin. 2:13-46). The king who knew God’s love, as expressed in his
prayer (1 Kin. 8:22-24, 35-39), was not encouraging the idea that any should kill
when a life was taken: he should look to the king for justice, and learn to forgive.
We compare protection given by the Law to one who accidentally caused
another’s death (Num. 35:6-15, 22-25); and note the importance of ‘a time for
peace’ (Eccles. 3:8).

(2) Our Lord taught that His disciples should deal with anger before it led to
killing, and settle a grievance before accusation of murder reached court (Mat.
5:21-26). Paul commends that the strong should bear with the failings of the weak,
imitating Christ, and that ‘through ... the Scriptures ... we might have hope’ (Rom.
15:1-7 NIV). With these positive helps, we may aim to live in peace with all men
and be holy (Heb. 12:14-15). We are enabled for growth by cultivating the desires
of the new man, and by heeding the Holy Spirit within. Remembering how much
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we have been forgiven, there should be no need to settle disputes [between
believers—Eds] in the courts of men (1 Cor. 6:1-7).

(3) Mankind and the animal creation The author here offers his view of life ‘under
heaven’ (Eccles. 2:18; 3:1). Satisfaction in toil, however, is given by God, and
everything He does will endure for ever, so that men will revere Him (3:13-14).
The divine view is evident as Noah was found righteous and blameless, when ‘the
LORD saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become’ (Gen. 6:5).
He was directed to build an ark for the saving of his family, and of animals, birds,
and other creatures (Gen. 6:9,18-20). God protected Noah, and he became a
preacher of righteousness, by his actions in preparing for life in the ark as the flood
came upon those who did not join them before the Lord shut the door, and, we
think, in speaking about God'’s judgement and way of escape by faith (2 Pet. 2:5;
Heb. 11:7).

(4) God'’s love for all in waiting till they might repent and believe was further
evident when our Lord returned to Galilee. The Lord’s call to repentance, and to
learn readiness for the kingdom (Mat. 4:12-17; Mark 12:28-34) prepared people
to receive His words. His ministry brought many to believe in Him, and to
appreciate His divine grace, truth and love. He was not only beautiful in His time,
but expresses the Father’s character to all eternity. For God has set eternity in the
hearts of men, though we cannot fathom what He has done (Eccles. 3:11). Yet we
may grasp in some degree the riches of Christ, far beyond the view of man ‘under
the sun’! Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: We might easily call the first eight verses of the chapter as
describing ‘the vicissitudes of life’. Just as every force has an equal and opposite
reactive force, so every human experience has its counterpart, and no individual
is immune from the one or the other. It might be said that some endure sorrow far
more than their fair share, humanly speaking, while others are not only born ‘with
a silver spoon in their mouths’ but the spoon stays with them all their days! The
Christian must learn to balance and evaluate the ‘ups’ with the ‘downs’,
recognising that we have a glorious prospect (see 1 Cor. 2:9 ESV). It is so easy to
be captivated by the moment, whether of anguish or exhilaration, living purely
for that moment, for that is the way of absolute materialism. Equally, believers in
Christ should avoid the asceticism and cynicism of a dispassionate response to
life’s events, rather we are to embrace whatever life brings us, without being
overwhelmed by the good or the bad: ‘Give thanks in all circumstances, for this
is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you’ (1 Thes. 5:18).

The injunction to ‘eat and drink and take pleasure in all his toil’ (v.13) as God's
gift to man is in stark contrast to what is described as the ‘alienation’ of the worker
from his work of the Industrial Revolution in the western world. Workers became
a commodity, with no real capacity to enjoy the fruit of their labour. This is
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drudgery. God’s intent was and is surely to allot work to man to fulfil, yet still to
enjoy satisfaction in it while pondering on that which God has put in our hearts,
‘eternity’ or ‘the world” (v.11 RV). Our vista is limited but God’s works are
‘forever’ (v.14), from His vantage point beyond the realm of time, none of His
works are futile or alienated from His immutable purposes in Christ. Then we read
in verse 15 that God also seeks ‘what has been driven away’ (ESV). Might this
point to God'’s desire to restore mankind whom He drove out of the Garden (Gen.
3:24) through the Son’s redemptive work? ‘God our Saviour, who desires all
people to be saved ..." (1 Tim. 2:3-4) [a precious thought!—/.J.] [Comment 1].

The Preacher sees wickedness all around him (v.16) yet is certain that God
will ultimately judge, but to what advantage for the upright, if man, like the
animals, ‘all go to one place... dust’ (v. 20)? This is in contrast to Paul’s words in
1 Corinthians 15:48 where he describes the certainty of the bodily resurrection of
believers in Christ ‘as was the man of dust, so also are those who are of the dust,
and as is the Man of heaven, so also are those who are of heaven’. Did the
Preacher (Solomon) lack a clear vision of man’s ultimate destiny as superior to
that of the animals, either to go into eternal life or eternal condemnation?
[Comment 2]. He concludes the chapter with: ‘a man should rejoice in his work,
for that is his lot’ (v.22), but then adding ‘who can bring him to see what will be
after him?’ It is as though he is peering through thick clouds, trying to see clearly
what God has purposed as man’s destiny. The gloom was dispersed finally when
God sent ‘his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin’ (Rom. 8:3).

Roy Dickson

From Mount Forest: Time is a tool God has putinto place to aid our limited minds
to organize events, and is a tool He uses for His purposes but is not constrained
by it the same way we are. There are specific appointments by the sovereignty of
God for all situations. In verses one to eight of our study chapter it is
understandable for those with the ‘under the sun’/non-Christian perspective [or:
non-Jewish / unbelieving perspective—Eds] to become depressed, contemplating
all such things without any greater hope. However, the verses can be useful to
both believers and non-believers to think about so that we are all humbled by the
understanding that we are not in control of things, but rather He is. The opening
verses are a reminder that things (both positive and negative) don’t last; as well as
the truth that there are purposes for all situations. For example, verse six explains
the scattering of stones that would have been to disrupt an enemy’s field for
farming and gathering stones to improve a field for planting, both situations that
for one reason or another will have needed to happen for the greater good. The
spiritual growth and development stemming from the Christian perspective may
be too many to note in a brief summary, therefore we encourage further individual
study of the scriptures for this. For instance, parables from the New Testament,
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like the earthly story with the heavenly meaning of the sower and the seed, may
imply the need to remove stones/hindrances that otherwise disrupt fruit-bearing.

Verse nine reminds us that putting God first will help us find rest (see Mat.
6:23; 11:28). Someone once said, ‘a life lived for God is meaningful, a life lived
without God is meaningless.” It is important to note the difference between toil
(negative) and labour (positive) to better understand the context of the scripture.
The middle verses conclude that only doing the things one might see as fun, and
ignoring more serious responsibilities can be dangerous to spiritual health, as this
can often result in leaving God out and damaging one’s relationship with Him,
and/or not following His will, resulting in unseen negative consequences.

For the balance of the chapter, we could instead ask the question, what
responsibilities does God expect from us compared with animals? Animals have
a body and God-given life, but they were not given a soul that has a lasting
existence like us [Comment 3]. For we were originally made in His image, with
the responsibility to manage and protect the animals (Gen.1:26-28). However, we
need God to manage and protect us and save us from sin (John 3:14-21). Unlike
animals, we are part of things that are spiritual that we cannot see. The unseen
things we are thinking and doing in our lives as we speak are all contributing to
important things unseen that will last for all eternity (2 Cor.4:18).

In conclusion, verse eleven is not in the future tense and therefore reminds us
that He has already made things beautiful; we just need to begin viewing things
more closely from His perspective and responding in positive ways that might
have our Master say, ‘well done, good and faithful servant” (Mat. 25:23).

Chris Seddon

From Ravulapalem: The fourteen comparisons in the first part of the context tells
us about ‘time” given by God to be utilised for various acts in the life of a Christian.
For every attempt under the sky there are certain moments of time. (Eccles. 3:1).
Verse 17 explains that for every trial and act there is some suitable ‘time’.

It is wise to use the ‘time available’ for the spiritual growth and development
of a believer. We can refer the words of Paul to the church of God in Ephesus in
chapter 5:15,16 (NIV): ‘be very careful, then, how you live, not as unwise, but as
wise, making most of every opportunity because the days are evil’.

A hedonistic lifestyle The Lord has made everything beautiful and convenient in
its time. He put some experiences of time with difficulties as training to the
people. Solomon learnt that it is good for people to be joyful and lead life happily:
to enjoy a convenient life by eating with the labour of the life is the gift of God (v.
13). God made this rule to keep the people living in the right way.

From the divine perspective, there are similarities and differences between
humankind and animal creation. Man’s fate is like that of the animals; the same
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fate awaits them both - as one dies, so dies the other. All have the spirit of life.
Man has no advantage over the animal in the sense that all will go to one place:
All came from dust and all go back to dust (see Eccles. 12:7). Everything is
meaningless, but when Jesus came he promised ‘life to the full’ John 10:10).

After life what? (Eccles. 3:20). Old Testament writers said very little about the
afterlife [Comment 4]. Not until Jesus’ coming did God reveal details about
heaven and hell. In this passage the author wonders about whether death will be
the end of everything. Yet he also adds some intriguing hints about the future.
God ‘has set eternity in the hearts of men’ (v. 11). He also refers to a time of future
judgement (v. 17). S. ). M. Edward

From Surulere: Work / Life balance and a hedonistic lifestyle (vv. 9-15) God is
the embodiment of pleasure, in its purest and sublimest form. The creation
narrative unfolds in instalments, the boundless pleasure of God in His awe-
inspiring work. From the creation of the dry ground and the seas, the footnote
was: ‘And God saw that it was good” (Gen. 1:10,12,19,21,25, 31 NKJV).

At the dawn of time, God outlines the intrinsic and pristine value of a
harmonious work/life balance. The One of whom the prophet Isaiah declared:
‘Have you not known? Have you not heard? The everlasting God, the LORD, the
Creator of the ends of the earth, neither faints nor is weary’ (Is. 40:28),
nevertheless ‘rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had done’
(Gen. 2:2). It was not a rest occasioned by fatigue but rather one necessitated by
a profound satisfaction in His creative masterpiece.

Our God is celebratory in nature; He first rejoices in the works of His hands
and invites His people and creatures to participate: ‘The LORD your God in your
midst, the Mighty One, will save; He will rejoice over you with gladness, He will
quiet you with His love, He will rejoice over you with singing’ (Zeph. 3:17). It is
in this context that we reflect on the gracious indulgence given to mortals to eat
and drink and enjoy the good of all their labour (Eccles. 3:13).

The Scriptures highlight the importance of spells of rest from work: ‘Return to
your rest, O my soul, for the LORD has dealt bountifully with you’ (Ps. 116:7); ‘In
returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness and confidence shall be your
strength’ (Is. 30:15). The Lord Jesus crowned it up with His memorable words to
His harried disciples: ‘Come aside by yourselves to a deserted place and rest a
while’ (Mark 6:31) [Comment 5].

There are warnings replete in holy writ of the barrenness and futility of a life
devoted to the pursuit of pleasure in and of itself: ‘For what will it profit a man, if
he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul’” (Mark 8:36). The Proverbs
is more poignant: ‘He who loves pleasure will be a poor man; he who loves wine
and oil will not be rich’ (Prov. 21:17).
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Granted, there are many today of the ilk of King Solomon, with staggering
wealth and resources to fund a lifestyle of wanton hedonism and epicurean
debauchery. However, not even Solomon in the nadir of his relationship with God
would have approved a life of sheer indulgence. He had the redeeming grace to
note that: ‘I know that nothing is better for them than to rejoice, and to do good
in their lives” (v.12). And that is the pivotal point.

The good Lord who gives us: ‘richly all things to enjoy’ (1 Tim. 6:17) requires
us to live not for ourselves but for others (Rom. 14:7-8). There is a divine stricture
on the pleasure-seeking mantra: ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die’ (1
Cor. 15:32). Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: This month we were asked to examine the contrasts in
Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 and the bearing they have on a believer's growth and
development. This list of what can happen to any of us are things that shape and
mould us as we react to them. On the one hand we might find we are in situations
where we have to build up or dance, to plant and refrain from killing. But on the
other hand, there is a time to tear down, mourn, pull up and kill.

Some things come into our lives, and we don’t want them, nor do we want to
deal with them, but we must. Psalm 139 shows that whatever and wherever we
are in these things, so is God. Paul teaches that He is near to all of us and
especially His children (Acts 17:27). He isn’t saying ‘I will never leave you or
forsake you’ just to make us feel good: He means it. So, keeping that in mind we
know that all things work for good to them that love God (Rom. 8:28), that means
when we have these contrasting circumstances, they are to make us more
Christlike. God loves us and wouldn’t harm us, but these negative things can feel
very painful at the time. We are not to give up, but to push on.

The next section of the chapter from verses 9 to 15 deal with parts covered in
the previous verses, for example, in dealing with employment. There are times to
reap and sow, build and obtain. Life takes us in varied directions. Restaurant work,
taxi driving, groceries, rubbish and trash collection, plumbing and electrical,
banking and finance, university and education, medicine or mission work.
Wherever we end up, we serve the Lord, because that is what we do as Christians
in our jobs: serve the Lord. John 12:26 indicates if we serve Jesus, we’ll follow
Him and where He is, that's where we’ll be. That includes our place of
employment too. Ecclesiastes reminds us that at our employment we earn money
for food and clothes, housing and transport. We serve Him there and are rewarded
for doing so in the form of what is called in Canada ‘Pay Day’. We earn the
money, stay true to Him, do our Christian job by sharing and living for Him, and
we get to enjoy in a Christian way, the payment we receive. We get to buy a new
pair of jeans, or eat a special meal. Or we can share more and give more in
keeping with our Lord’s behaviour and ways. The words of Ecclesiastes are not a
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licence to fulfil fleshly desire. That is entirely outside the realm of the Christian’s
thinking. Unfortunately, some of us finally understand these lessons after frequent
schooling from the Lord. It is better to understand these things at a younger age
than older. Well done when you’re younger and learn. Rodger Lefevre

COMMENTS

1. (Melbourne): A little tenuous perhaps. Interpreting the ‘what’ in “‘what has been
driven away’ as “mankind” does not really fit in with the immediate or wider
context. P.D.

2. (Melbourne): Like his father and the patriarchs, and every seeker after God who
went before him, Solomon was a man of faith—as, for example, his wonderful
prayer and address in 1 Kings 8:60 reveals: ‘the LORD, he is God; there is none
else’. He had no doubt every child of Adam would be judged by God in the
afterlife (Eccles. 3:17). Yet, like us—yes, even us, who have been blessed with
such a greater revelation of our Saviourl—he ‘saw as through a glass darkly’ (1
Cor. 13:12a). The questions he raises in verses 19-21 about the respective
destinies of man and beast reflect the dimness of spiritual sight from a human
standpoint. They remind us of the brevity of all life on earth and underline the
uncertainty—naturally speaking—which, if we’re honest, resides in the heart of
even the most fervent believer, for, until our very last day on earth we must walk
by faith. Not till we experience the transition from this sin-blighted earth to the
perfect glory of heaven, will faith give way to sight and we shall ‘know as [we]
have been known’ (1 Cor 13:12b). 1)

3. (Mount Forest): We infer the fundamental difference between the human and
animal creation from scriptures such as ‘the soul who sins shall die.” (Ezek. 18:4
ESV) and the Lord’s pronouncement of judgement on the wicked who will be
consigned to ‘the eternal fire ... these will go away into eternal punishment, but
the righteous into eternal life’ (Mat. 25:41-46)—all spoken to Adam’s children,
not the animal creation. As the last paragraph of Cromer's paper notes, ‘the great
difference [between animals and humankind] is moral responsibility’. 1)

4. (Ravulapalem): The Psalmistsaid: ‘Whom have | in heaven but you?’ (Ps. 73:25
ESV), and Isaiah and Ezekiel each recorded first-hand experiences of divinely
given revelations about heaven. A concordance search on the word ‘Sheol’ (the
Hebrew equivalent of ‘Hell’) returns multiple references. These point to
considerable awareness of the afterlife among Old Testament writers, even
though, as you rightly observe, the Lord Jesus gave His disciples a fuller revelation
of what happens after death. 1)
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5. (Surulere): Your point, is of course, unquestionably true and applicable here.
The other Old Testament scriptures you quote, though, are not about periods of
rest from work. Your point would be better served by pointing to the created
order of day and night and the natural division of work time and rest time in Psalm
124:19-23, and the much-repeated requirement in the Law to rest from work on
the seventh day. P.D.

Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF AMOS

Introduction

Amos’ ministry took place during the reign of Uzziah, king of Judah, which was
the southern kingdom of Israel, while Jeroboam 2, ruled over the northern
kingdom of the nation. Uzziah’s righteous reign lasted fifty-two years (805 - 753
BC). Jeroboam'’s nefarious period of kingship was so sadly and disastrously
different, and ran for forty-one years of chaos, eleven years shorter than Uzziah’s,
from 816 - 775 BC.

The Path of Folly and Self-Destruction

The prophet’s early messages were of God’s anger and judgement upon Syria,
Gaza, and Edom, and others, even Judah, where over-indulgence of alcohol took
place in the house of God. Specially selected young men who had been educated
in the temple to develop the God-given gift of prophecy and live a separated life
of spiritual dedication, adhering to the law of the Nazarite, were shamefully plied
with strong drink. Those responsible for their downfall would have been brought
before the court of heaven, and held to account. Trifling audaciously in matters
like this with the Lord God of hosts was playing the most dangerous of games, for
which they now had to answer (Amos 1:3; 2:6,11-12; 3:1,11;4:7,13).

Scripture is very clear on the risk of acquiring an attachment to alcoholic
beverages that can quickly take hold of the mind and lead to folly, and even
addiction, that can ultimately be fatal. To keep company with those who have a
predilection to ‘drink’ is perilous. Over-indulgence of alcohol produces foolish
thoughts and talk in and from the imbiber, and can also be an initiator of
arguments and contention (Prov. 23:20; 20:1).

Divine Mercy and Forgiveness

Yet, God’s mercy was not withheld from those whom He called to be His own,

despite all that had been done contrary to His will and word. They had to seek

Him alone and repent. Unfortunately, they continued to serve their own selfish

desires, concentrating on building magnificent mansions and planting vast

vineyards, simply satisfying their carnal and worldly aspirations that would only
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bring further justice to their door. Warnings of dire consequences, if failing to
respond to divine overtures, appeared to fall on deaf ears. Laziness and luxurious
living would warrant the rod of God’s correction and stroke of affliction (Amos
5:4,6,8,11; 6:1,4,6,14).

Discipline is part of God’s plan and will for the believer that each one may
grow in grace and learn more of the Lord’s works and ways. It is a fundamental
element of our spiritual sonship and is anything but pleasant, but its outcome is
always profitable for our spiritual life (Ps. 94:12; Heb. 12:5-7, 10-11).

The Hardships that can face God'’s Faithful Spokesman

It was ever in the character of the prophet to plead on behalf of his own and God’s
people and the Lord gave attention to his supplications, answering him mercifully,
and changing His intention to cause destruction of their land; yet there had to be
purging of the practices of Jeroboam that had defiled the land (Amos 7:1-9).

Amaziah, who was the priest of Bethel, and in cahoots with the evil king of
Israel, became a dangerous adversary to Amos, trying to persuade him to take his
ministry elsewhere, to the land of Judah. Boldly the prophet would not yield to
such high-level pressure but stoutly defended his position, affirmatively stating the
positive call of God to him, and predicted Amaziah’s downfall, along with his
family (vv. 14-17).

Paul, the apostle of God, warned the overseers of the church of God in Ephesus
that difficult and dangerous days lay ahead of them, when even from among their
own circle of elderhood, false teachers would arise, determining to draw away
disciples to their human theories, and away from the truth. Near the end of his
writings, in a personal but divinely inspired letter to Timothy, he wrote
forebodingly of saints who would turn away from the word of God to the figments
of men’s imaginations and fantasies (Acts 20:29-31; 2 Tim. 4: 3-4).

If judgement begins at the house of God, then, like Amos and Paul, we need
to be on guard and courageously withstand opposition to the teaching of the Lord,
by faithfully holding fast to the sound doctrine of the Word of God (1 Pet. 4:17;
Tit. 1:9).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Two are better than one,
because they have a good reward for their toil.
Eccles. 4:9 ESV




Introducing . . .

April

SOLOMON APPLIES HIMSELF TO THE TASK

In Ecclesiastes 4:1-3 Solomon begins
by referring to what he sees and
beholds of the oppressors and the
oppressed. He is not here, though,
interested in the oppressors and the
oppressed. His subject is the seeing of
them. It is not a welcome sight for him
and there is evidently no more benefit
or consolation or comfort for him in
the sight than there is for the
perpetrators and victims of oppression
that he sees. Such seeing does seem to
be viewed here in part as an
unavoidable  part of  human
experience. He concludes that it is
better to have got it over and done
with and best of all to have not yet
seen it at all, i.e., not yet to have been
born.

In the next section in verses 4-8
Solomon continues to report what he
observes but his conclusions are not to
do with the fact of what he sees but
with relationship, or more accurately,
the lack of it or the unhealthiness of it.
A person who seeks to achieve in
order to outdo another, or out of envy
of what another has, or who is selfish
and has chosen to avoid interest and
investment in others’ lives, is likewise
living unsatisfactorily for themselves,
even for those whose scope does not
extend beyond ‘under the sun.’
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The next section in verses 9-12
deals with a positive healthy
relationship between two people and
one perhaps thinks here of marriage
(although not exclusively so) as one
reads since the ‘good reward’ is not
about increase or productivity but
about help and support for one
another. If two is better than one then
who or what is the third who makes
the ‘threefold cord not quickly
broken’? 1t should be the LORD,
surely.

One part of the final section
concerns a person who has risen to
power through criminal activity and
chooses in old age to exercise that
power without restraint, ignoring all
admonition, and such a one is just as
recognizable to us as he was to
Solomon. The other part concerns a
popular youth who takes his place but
later there is no rejoicing in him
either, indicating that ‘under the sun’
power always corrupts.

Solomon, we note from all the
above is a thorough and focused and
systematic undertaker of the tasks he
set out for himself as reported in
Chapter 1:13-17 and 2:12. We can
find recognizable further handling of
these topics as the book continues as
his touch though light is substantial
and not at all mercurial. P.D.



From Study Groups . . .

OPPRESSION, AMBITION AND CONTENTMENT (ECCLESIASTES 4, 5:8)

From Buckhaven: As for the oppression identified in Ecclesiastes 4:1; 5:8, ought
the Christian to participate in political lobbying? Perhaps we have here an
observation of ‘the way things are’ rather than a call to political lobbying.
Oppressions and injustices persist throughout the world and throughout history.
Individuals like Mordecai and Esther have found themselves in circumstances in
which they took the responsibility to use their influence to confound the
oppressive designs and evil intentions of the ruling powers. Mordecai insightfully
appealed to Esther, ‘And who knows whether you have not come to the kingdom
for such a time as this?’ (Esth. 4:14 ESV). Perhaps under God’s guiding hand
individual Christians may be given opportunity to remove the yokes of oppressors
from oppressed people. Nevertheless, the great commission of disciples of our
Lord Jesus Christ is to ‘make disciples of all nations’ (Mat. 28:19). The advice from
Paul to Timothy was, ‘No soldier gets entangled in civilian pursuits’ (2 Tim. 2:4).
Political lobbying may also bring the consideration of unavoidably combining
believers with unbelievers. This is not desirable because we are not to be
‘unequally yoked with unbelievers’ (2 Cor. 6:14) [Comment 1].

The question of whom Solomon is referring to (Eccles. 5:13-14) is not likely to
be himself since he was blest with (presumably lifelong) riches - riches added to
the wisdom given to him in answer to prayer (2 Chron. 1:12). King Solomon was
an observer of life and people. He noted others’ misadventures and commented
on how some particular misfortunes came about. The riches ‘kept by their owner’
of Ecclesiastes 5:13 were the same riches ‘lost in a bad venture” which resulted in
this particular person having nothing to pass on to his son - 'there is nothing in
his hand’ i.e. no wealth to pass on to his son. We might suggest this unfortunate
situation, observed by Solomon, was in keeping with his further observation -
‘time and chance happen to them all’ (9:11). This thought also brings similarly
wise admonition not to boast about tomorrow because ‘you do not know what
tomorrow may bring’ (James 4:14). James Johnson

From Cromer: Resistance to power There have always been people in positions
of power who have used that power to oppress the weak. Sometimes the power
is itself legitimate, but it is inappropriately exercised. A scriptural example occurs
in Daniel 6, where conniving civil servants inveigled the king into issuing a decree
which he later regretted, but was unable to revoke. They hoped to condemn
Daniel using his devotion to God, but God vindicated him and condemned the
plotters.

The syllabus mentions ‘political lobbying’: an example of this is the anti-
slavery campaign of William Wilberforce, which resulted in the Slavery Abolition
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Act of 1833, abolishing slavery throughout the British Empire. Wilberforce spoke
most eloquently in the House of Commons in this cause, but he refused to be
aligned with any particular party: he said ‘I am no party man’. Unfortunately, in
today’s circumstances it doesn’t seem to be possible to advocate any particular
cause in the Commons without aligning oneself with a party. However, at the
same time that Wilberforce spoke in the Commons there were many leaflets
circulating on the same subject; politics is not the only way of influencing people,
particularly today.

Competition and contentment (Eccles. 4:4-8) 1t is true, but regrettable, that
success in a secular field is often driven by envy of what others have, but it is
pointless if it accumulates wealth which cannot benefit any heirs: as the saying
goes: ‘You can't take it with you’. Better to be content, and repress envy.

Verses 13-16 It would seem a very strained exegesis to apply any of these words
to Christ, nor do they apply to Solomon himself. It does a disservice to the
exposition of Scripture if sections are taken out of context, and made to express
the opinions of the commentator. Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: Political lobbying by Christians—see Ecclesiastes 4: 1; 5:8
Solomon was speaking or writing about the suffering of the oppressed, and
judgements against them by officials in Israel, as what God allows till He acts in
judgement ‘so that men may revere him’ (3:14-15). We expect that as the wise
king responsible to God who established his throne (1 Kin. 9:4-5), Solomon would
take action to deal with the oppressors. Elders in churches of God today who
become aware of harassment or oppression against those in their care have a duty
to investigate and act as guided by our Lord (Mat. 18:15-17), and to heed Paul’s
warning not to take a case to national courts (1 Cor. 6:3-6). Political lobbying,
however, has been advised against, chiefly because to be effective it usually
involves supporting a party whose policies can be in conflict with our teaching.

Godly contentment and excellence in secular life (Eccles. 4:4-6) While Christians
today should beware of envy and selfish ambition, it is evident in the lives of
eminent cases that spiritual gift is usually accompanied by outstanding practical
skills and leadership valued in daily employment. Another instructive example is
an evangelist or ministering brother, who is gifted in communication to a large
audience, to a small group, or to an individual, or whose experienced counsel
and understanding of Scripture is valued by fellow-elders. Others may profitably
study his approach and methods to help their own service in the kingdom of God.
All of these would do well to seek God'’s help through prayer to keep a wise
balance between exercise of gift in daily life, for example in ministry or counsel
given to those who welcome this, and time reserved for their spiritual calling.

Reference to another besides Solomon in 4:13-16 This passage is worded as
having general reference, though we think that the passage implies that the king
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was aware of some rising from imprisonment to government, through his officials
(cp. 1 Kin. 10: 8-9), the writings of others (e.g. the experience of Joseph (Gen.
41:39-44), the negative case noted by Agur (Prov. 30:22), and King Lemuel (Prov.
31:1-9). Sadly, Solomon was diverted from faithfulness to God'’s instruction (1 Kin.
9:4; 10:26; Deut. 17:16) in accumulating horses and chariots, and by marriage to
Pharaoh’s daughter, and to many others, who led him into worship of other gods
(1 Kin. 11:1-6). Thus, he failed to take warning from his own counsel (Eccles.
4:13).

Our Lord Jesus may well have visited someone imprisoned, as He commended
in Matthew 25:31-36. But in the case of John the Baptist, though we understand
that the Lord cared deeply about his imprisonment and death (Mat. 14:12-13), He
sent His reply to John’s questions by the prophet’s disciples. We suggest that He
did not wish to be diverted from His own extensive ministry; and that He was not
ready to attract hostile attention from Herod, then or later (Mat. 11:1-6; 14:1-12;
Luke 13:31-33). Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: It seems evident that King Solomon, the assumed author, wrote
this book near the end of his life. He had experienced much sadness and soul-
searching, and his reflections are recorded in Proverbs & Ecclesiastes. He had
learnt much through experience and had regrets in his life which are indicated in
his writings. He draws our attention to many different points as warnings and
lessons.

The obsession of accumulating wealth (Eccles. 4:8) In Solomon’s words this
man’s efforts are ‘vanity and grasping after the wind’ (v. 4). How relevant to our
society today where people strive to accumulate more and more. The example of
the man who has no family, or benefactors to leave his wealth to, just himself,
works day and night to accumulate his wealth for what? No time to rest, reflect
on his Creator or eternity, or consider his life of vanity as only striving to fill his
balance sheet of assets. He is a miserable miser who lives an empty life of
pointless striving. The psalmist wisely counsels in Psalm 127:2b (NKJV): ‘it is vain
for you to rise early, to sit up late to eat the bread of sorrows for, so He gives His
beloved sleep’. How true for the disciple of the Lord Jesus that ‘He will fulfil every
need of yours’ (Phil. 4:19), and not our every greed.

Two are better than one (v. 9) The Lord Jesus sent the twelve out two by two to
evangelise the message of the kingdom. ‘He began to send them out two by two’
(Mark 6:7). Is this a principle of two going together in the Lord’s work in support
of each other, particularly with today’s resistance to the gospel and money-driven
litigation? Wisdom is to be exercised in the believer’s life when witnessing the
gospel message; two are always better than one. ‘A threefold cord fold is not
quickly broken” (Eccles. 4:12b) gives great assurance that the Lord is the third
strand in the blessed partnership. There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother’

35



(Prov. 18:24b) [The sending of two supporting one another seems to be
unquestionable, as coming from the Lord Himself — Eds].

Young man takes the king’s place (Eccles. 4:13) We think of the young man, our
Lord Jesus Christ — very God Himself - was sentto disrupt the establishment of His
own people and bring a new living message of salvation and hope. The people
attempted to make Him king on His way to Calvary but a few hours later cried
‘we have no king but Caesar’ (John 19:15). We look forward to the day when this
young man, the Son of Man, will be King of kings and Lord of lords over the whole
earth and every knee shall bow to Him and every tongue shall confess to God (cp.
Rom. 14:11).

‘There was no end of all the people before whom He was made king’ (Eccles.
4:16b). This is speaking of His millennium reign and there will be no progeny in
waiting to take His throne; neither will He grow old or irrelevant, but all peoples
will be overjoyed to be reigned over by this wonderful King in the eternal
kingdom.

Walk prudently when you go to the house of God (5:1) This verse can be an
encouragement when entering the Holy of Holies on Lord’s Day mornings. The
NKJV says ‘prudently’” meaning carefully, discerningly, circumspectly as we are
approaching the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ in our sincere
appreciation of Hs wonderful gift. We should consider preparing a sacrifice of
praise that is carefully thought out prior to the Remembrance and focused on the
Saviour, speaking of His worth and work, for worthy is He of all praise and
honour. Ron Busby

From Mount Forest: In the New Testament scriptures we can find a fulfilment of
the first few verses of this chapter, and related passages, in regard to the treatment
of Christ. He indeed was oppressed, without the benefit of justice (Eccles. 4:1; Is.
53:7-9; Acts 8:32-35; 1 Pet. 2:23), and found none to comfort Him (Ps. 69:20;
Mat. 26:56; John 16:32). Yet He did not attempt to defeat His opponents by
soliciting support from others (Mat. 27:12-14). However, He certainly was
publicly vocal about the unrighteousness and hypocrisy of Israel’s leaders (e.g.
again and again in Mat. 23). The matter of Christians’ political involvement is
quite complicated, and has been the subject of detailed treatment (see Exploring
Issues of Life, pp. 32-37 by Hayes Press, and many related articles in Needed
Truth (most recently NT 2024 Issues 1,2 &4 p. 9). Evidently, there is an obligation
to witness to the truth, and to speak against unrighteousness (Mat. 14:3-4; Acts 4:
18-20; 5: 27-29), but this should not extend to compromising spiritual separation
by participation in political movements (2 Cor. 6:14-18).

When considering Ecclesiastes 4, we also have to take into account the nature
of divine government, expressed in God'’s selection of Solomon as king. This
chapter may therefore be condemning the negative reality seen in surrounding
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kingdoms rather than Israel. And these early verses in the chapter are part of a
developing argument about the apparent unfairness of earthly, worldly, affairs,
i.e. ‘under the sun’. Presumably, the writer was not trying to provide a precedent
for political lobbying of any sort, in order to correct deficiencies; he was drawing
attention to mankind’s limitations and God's inscrutable wisdom even when He
temporarily permits people to suffer injustice at the hands of those He Himself
can and will eventually hold to account.

It is perhaps best to see verses 13-16 as typical, rather than attempting to isolate
them to specific individuals known in Solomon’s days. Thus, the passage
documents general knowledge that would be readily accepted by readers, in order
to draw some supportable conclusions. Who would say the circumstances he
describes were unlikely? Candidates were obvious in the biblical record of Joseph
(Ps.105:16-22), Gideon (Judg. 6:15;8:22). Jeroboam might later prove some
aspects true (1 Kin. 11:28; 12:15, 20), though if he were referenced here it would
make Solomon the unwise, unteachable older king! But if the generalizations are
reasonable, then the writer’s initial conclusions, i.e., ‘vanity and a striving after
wind’ are hypothetically validated. Thus, this portion would round out the
repeated examples to this point in the argument, using observable experience
‘under the sun’.

Although not quoted in the New Testament, verse 14 might be seen in Luke
7:28, with Jesus the Man temporarily taking the place of the ‘least” in the kingdom
(c.f. 2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2:5-11). In the Ecclesiastes context difficulties emerge, e.g.
identifying the displaced older ruler, the numberless people living ‘under the sun’
who are led by his replacement, and ‘those who come later’. Truths about Christ
are not dependent on making them fit with these verses, but verse 14 does
stimulate such contemplation. Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: Solomon speaks as a father imparting wisdom to the next
generation. He is not speaking about himself but is offering guidance on living a
righteous and wise life while steering clear of the ways of the wicked. These verses
are not a direct prophecy referring to the Lord Jesus, but they align with His
character and mission. Solomon warns against entering the path of the wicked
and the way of evil men. He emphasizes avoiding it altogether—not even passing
near it—which stresses the need to be proactive in avoiding sin and temptation.

Could This Verse Have a Dual Application to the Lord Jesus? While Proverbs
4:14 is instructional for believers, it can also be seen as indirectly pointing to the
Lord Jesus: [Comment 2]

1. Jesus as the perfect example of righteousness: He lived a sinless life (Heb. 4:15)
and never walked in the path of wickedness. His perfect obedience to God
demonstrates the fulfilment of this verse, offering believers a flawless example of
righteousness.
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2. Jesus as the embodiment of wisdom: He is described as the wisdom of God (1
Cor. 1:30). As Proverbs is a book of wisdom, it ultimately points to Him as the
personification of God’s wisdom, embodying the principles of avoiding sin and
walking in righteousness.

3. Jesus” teachings align with Proverbs 4:14: He often taught about the importance
of avoiding sin and choosing the narrow path of righteousness (Mat. 7:13-14). His
teachings complement the warning in this verse, reinforcing the importance of
living in obedience to God.

Conclusion: Although not a direct prophecy about Jesus, Proverbs 4:14 aligns
with His sinless character and teachings. Jesus is the ultimate fulfilment of wisdom
and righteousness, perfectly modelling the principles outlined in this verse. For
believers, the verse serves both as a practical guide and a reminder to emulate
Christ in avoiding wickedness and pursuing holiness. S. J. M. Edward

From Surulere: Arguably, the 4th century entrance of the Roman emperor
Constantine, into the Roman Catholic church, signalled the birth of the frenzied
dalliance between the Church and the State. The pages of early church history are
splattered with the spell binding tales of high-wire political manoeuvrings and
bare-knuckle diplomacy, by men supposedly followers of the One who declared
that: ‘My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to
prevent my arrest by the Jewish leaders. But now my kingdom is from another
place’ (John 18:36 NIV).

Our Lord’s words (above) set the parameter for consideration of Christian
involvement in any form of political activism. In an era, replete with a Christian
Left and Christian Right political movements, including a sprinkling of Christian
Democrats and Christian Conservatives, it is all too easy to blur the lines of
Christian neutrality in politics; as espoused by the Lord Jesus Himself. The
Christian world is still suffused by the proponents of the liberation theology for
the enthronement of social justice.

Ecclesiastes 4:1 and 5:8 rehashes the grim reality of one of the verities of King
Solomon’s observations of happenings under the sun. Oppression of the poor by
those in authority or with power and denial of social rights and justice to peoples
is a millennial-long conundrum. It underscores the affirmation of the Lord Jesus
of the true ruler of the world’s political systems: ‘I will not say much more to you,
for the prince of this world is coming. He has no hold over me” (John 14:30).

Satan also, immodestly, laid claim to being in charge of the kingdoms of the
world: ‘The devil led him up to a high place and showed Him in an instant all the
kingdoms of the world. And he said to him, ‘I will give you all their authority and
splendour; it has been given to me and | can give it to anyone | want’ (Luke 4:5-
6).
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The reality that: ‘the whole world is under the control of the evil one’ (1 John
5:19) is not a harbinger of fated doom and gloom. It still is the truth that ‘the Most
High is sovereign over all kingdoms on earth’ (Dan. 4:17). Whilst Ecclesiastes 4:1
and 5:8 are not a clarion call for Christian political activism, the Scriptures
nevertheless has proof of saints” active influence in the political sphere.

From men like Joseph and Daniel, who strode the political corridors of the
greatest empires of their times, to the apostles and saints of the New Testament
era who were reputed to ‘have turned the world upside down’ (Acts 17:6 NKJV),
the prayers of the saints have been a key denominator in influencing political
affairs. As Lord Alfred Tennyson declared: ‘More things are wrought by prayer
than this world dreams of’ (Morte d’Arthur), and in Charles Spurgeon’s words
‘Prayer moves the heart of the One who moves the world'. Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: For this study we were asked if chapters 4:1 & 5:8 justified
political action. The question points out that there is much injustice, unfair law
and oppression in regard to Christianity. One brother pointed out that many
Christians feel we should get involved and intervene somehow, but is this what
God mandated for His followers? Romans 12:19 (NIV) tells us not to take revenge,
but leave room for God’s wrath, for itis written, ‘It is mine to avenge; | will repay.’
Instead, ours is to preach to the continual rotation of people who are coming and
going into and out of the world, mentioned in verses 15 & 16.

Another brother took a different tack. He felt Solomon was addressing the
people of Israel. In verse 8 it mentions a district or area where these injustices
seemed to be taking place. We have to remember that while the tribe of Levi had
the privilege of serving in the temple, for the most part, they were an army of
‘Health Inspectors.” They would be responsible to check for skin issues, or mould
in the home issues, or ‘spiritual’ mould issues, such as sheep not up to par. If the
Levite priests were dishonest, they could really make it hard for genuine followers
of the Lord. The citizens might be at the mercy of one requiring a bribe. If it was
a legal dispute, the winner might be the one with the biggest purse strings. These
men were referred to as unjust shepherds. Ezekiel 34 is a whole chapter
addressing the shepherds of Israel who were only taking care of themselves at the
people’s expense. Woe to the shepherds that serve themselves. ‘Vengeance is
mine, | will repay’, says the Lord.

The next point of our study was to examine our motives in our careers. What
is our motivation? It is easy to want to fit in and do what the crowd does. We all
agreed that as Christians we should have an attitude like the Lord. The Christian
should be devoid of selfish ambition. We are all human though, and pride can
creep in and suddenly we find we are compromising our stand for Lord Jesus. One
brother pointed out Colossians 3:23-24, that we are to work with all our heart for
the Lord at our jobs, not as though we’re working for men, and this attitude stems

39



from knowing that it is the Lord who rewards our hard work. Soldiers were told
to be content with their wages when asked what they should do. Hebrews 13:5
says we should avoid loving money and be content with what we have. Matthew
chapters 5-8 are all about God wanting to take care of us in all ways. When we
reach a point where we no longer worry about what we will eat, wear or live, He
will truly then be our shepherd. Rodger Lefevre

COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven): The apostle’s counsel to the church of God in Philippi, relating
to the Christian’s attitude to matters in the political arena in which we live, is
emphasised in chapter 3:19d-20a in not having our mind centred on earthly
things, as our citizenship (Gk. politeuma), i.e. life as a citizen in this world, has
more to do with heavenly things. R.B.F.

2. (Ravulapalem): We note that the syllabus reference was to Ecclesiastes 4:14;

nevertheless, we appreciate your meditation on the perfections of our Lord Jesus
inspired by your study of Proverbs 4:14. J.J.
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Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF MICAH
Introduction

The period of Micah’s ministry to Judah lasted 55 years (752 - 697 BC) and took
place 18 years after Hosea’s prophecy to Israel began, and 12 years before that of
Isaiah. His messages were heard by the righteous king Jotham, his evil offspring
Ahaz, and the upright Hezekiah, son of Ahaz.

God’s messenger announces that it is the Lord who is speaking through him,
not only to His people but also to all the earth, directly from His holy temple in
heaven. Transgressions and sins had multiplied and everything had got out of
hand, leaving a trail of devastation and destruction from the divine intervention
of the Lord in judgement (Mic. 1:2,5;3:4,12).

The Power of the Spirit of the Lord working in the Servant of the Lord

Micah’s source of strength in being able to deliver the word of the Lord came from
the Spirit of God in a time of dire circumstances for Judah and Israel, despite
opposition and outcry from those in authority and rule. Like the parallel passage
in Isaiah, he refers to days yet to come in the nation of Israel’s place in world
history when the highest mountain in Jerusalem will be the place where the
physical house of the God of Jacob shall be located. To that hugely desired
destination appointed representatives of a multitude of nations will make their
way in order to be taught the tenets of the law of the Lord and live out practicably
the principles of righteous conduct and behaviour. The Lord Jesus Himself will be
the lawmaker and lawgiver, giving His flawless verdict on issues that may arise
between nations in a day when the weapons of war will already have been
banished forever (Mic. 3:8-9; Is. 2:2-4; Mic. 4:1-3; 5:2).

Our strength today in the testimony of churches of God lies in our awareness
of the indwelling presence and inestimable power of the Spirit of God in our
bodies, with due deference to the dynamic potency of God’s word (Eph. 3:16; 1
Cor. 6:19-20; 1Thes. 1:8).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Introducing
‘With Reverence and Awe’

From Study Groups

Relative Values and Attitudes
(Ecclesiastes 5 & 6)

Feature
The House of God in the Book of Haggai

He who loves money will not be satisfied with
money, nor he who loves wealth with his income ...
When goods increase, they increase who eat them
Eccles. 5:10-11 ESV




Introducing . . .

‘WITH REVERENCE AND AWF’

As several of this month’s contributors
have noted, the first verses of
Ecclesiastes 5 reveal Solomon's clear
understanding of the reverence God’s
people ought to have when they come
into the presence of God: ‘Guard your
steps when you go to the house of
God. To draw near to listen is better
than to offer the sacrifice of fools, for
they do not know that they are doing
evil. Be not rash with your mouth, nor
let your heart be hasty to utter a word
before God, for God is in heaven and
you are on earth. Therefore let your
words be few’ (Eccles. 5:1-2 ESV).

Brethren especially will do well to
take this advice to heart, since they
speak audibly on behalf of the church
in thanksgiving on a Lord’s Day
morning, and in the prayers. Indeed,
every saint in a church of God should
have a firm grasp of the lofty character
of the LORD of Hosts, before whom
we are as grasshoppers (Is. 40:22).

Treating God as if He were a mere
man like ourselves, is the mistake
made by the wicked, for God says to
them through the Psalmist: ‘You
thought that | was altogether like you’
(Ps. 50:21 NKJV). Contrast this with
the encouragement given to those
who have a right appreciation of the
majesty and holiness of God:
‘Whoever offers praise glorifies Me;
and to him who orders his conduct’
[or conversation RV] ‘aright | will

show the salvation of God’ (Ps. 50:23).
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An over-familiar attitude towards
God is to be avoided. Like Job, we
should metaphorically ‘lay our hand
upon our mouth’ (Job 40:4), and from
humble hearts, ‘offer service well-
pleasing to God with reverence and
awe: for our God is a consuming fire’
(Heb. 12:28-29 RV).

The primary purpose of our weekly
Remembrance of the Lord Jesus, is to
bring our appreciation of the person
and work of Christ to His God and
Father; not to make requests or general
supplications, or offer thanks for daily
blessings. These we bring to God in the
prayer meeting. Also, we take it as
read, that public prayers should not be
abused as a platform to preach to others
or, God forbid, to tell God what He
should do! Our approach to the
sovereign ‘King of the ages’ should be
characterised by the utmost reverence.

A notable example of the
veneration due to our supreme Creator
and Lord is evident in the way
redeemed souls in heaven speak to
God in worship: ‘Great and marvellous
are thy works, O Lord God, the
Almighty; righteous and true are thy
ways, thou King of the ages. Who shall
not fear, O Lord, and glorify thy name?
for thou only art holy; for all the nations
shall come and worship before thee;

for  thy righteous acts  have
been made manifest.” (Rev. 15:3-4).
1.



From Study Groups . . .

RELATIVE VALUES AND ATTITUDES (ECCLESIASTES 5 & 6)

From Buckhaven: As we grapple with Solomon’s despairing thoughts concerning
the outcome of the lives and careers of all mankind - no matter the angle from
which he analyses a man’s lifespan - the main conclusion is repeatedly confirmed,
‘this also is vanity’ (Eccles. 5:10 RV). Some of the phrasing in Ecclesiastes
apparently presented difficulties to the RV revision committees. Thus, we find
numerous marginal alternative suggestions for consideration. One such instance to
help interpret the text, ‘All his days also he eateth in darkness’ (5:17) is the
marginal alternative (from the Septuagint), ‘All his days are in darkness and
mourning, and much vexation and sickness and wrath’. Perhaps bear in mind the
use of the word ‘and’ can sometimes carry the meaning ‘even’. Does this assist our
understanding as follows? ‘All his days are in darkness and mourning and much
vexation, even sickness and wrath’. The wrath mentioned here, in the context,
would be the wrath of man and not the wrath of God. This ‘wrath’ (being in the
sense of an inner indignation) due to a striving to maintain a hold on life, yet striving
in vain against the enemy called death [Comment 1].

Yet in spite of all the gloom pervading this script on the vanity of life under the
sun there are dewdrops of hope inserted here and there throughout the treatise. The
reader has his thoughts directed Godward to the ‘gift of God" (5:19). Indeed,
Solomon acknowledged what he had seen ‘to be good and to be comely is for one
to eat and to drink, and to enjoy good in all his labour ... all the days of his life
which God hath given him: for this is his portion’ (v. 18). How essential it is that we
enjoy heart to heart communion with God our Maker, as indicated in Ecclesiastes
5:20. This is what takes our thoughts beyond things temporal and things under the
sun. ‘Every good gift and every perfect boon is from above ..’
(James 1:17). James Johnson

From Cromer: Going to the house of God (5:1 ESV)  The description has come
into common use when we go to the Remembrance that we are ‘going to the
meeting’, but this is a very inadequate description of what we are doing. Whom are
we meeting? Each other? No! We do value friendships and fellowship with each
other, but this only a secondary result of our meeting together. Our purpose is to
meet with God, and therefore we must consider what we are going to say before we
say it. 5:1,2 says ‘Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. To draw near
to listen is better than to offer the sacrifice of fools ... Be not rash with your mouth,
nor let your heart be hasty to utter a word before God, for God is in heaven and you
are on earth. Therefore let your words be few.’

43



Angels Basically, an angel is a messenger, or an agent. In the Old Testament the
word malak is used for an angel, and in the New Testament aggelos. However, it is
difficult to discern what kind of being is meant by the word. It could be a created
non-corporeal spiritual being, that God uses as his messenger (Ps.104:4). The phrase
‘angel of the Lord’ occurs frequently in the Old Testament, and this may be a
theophany in some cases, e.g. in Genesis 18, where Abraham saw three men, but
subsequently two angels went to Sodom. In contrast, John in exile in Patmos was
told to write to the ‘angels’ of the seven churches in Asia. He could hardly
write to spirit beings, so the addressees in this case would probably be the
assembly correspondents of the churches. In emphasizing the superiority of Christ to
angels the letter to the Hebrews says ‘Are they not all ministering spirits sent out to
serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation?” (Heb. 1:14). Thus, they are
our servants on behalf of Christ. We cannot say that the same word has the same
significance in every occurrence; this is apparent from the fact that different
translations place different words in the text and in the margins.

What about Ecclesiastes 5:8? Is not the context that of one person speaking to
another who has made a statement, and admitting that he was wrong?
[Comment 2].
Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: The messenger seeking fulfilment of a vow— Ecclesiastes 5:4-6 There
is a fair case for the translation of malak (Heb.) as ‘temple messenger’ (NIV) from the
choices relevant to verse 6, since what was required by the Law in keeping a vow
should have been taken to a priest, and Solomon, the king in Jerusalem (Eccles.
1:1,12), would surely have in mind the temple or house he had built as instructed
by God (1 Kin. 8:12,19; 9:3; Eccles. 5:1). We note also that ESV and NKJV chose
‘messenger’, not ‘angel’. The RV footnote, however, reads ‘messenger of God. See
Malachi 2.7. This offers the lofty thought that the messenger came on behalf of the
priesthood who represented God Himself, who will hold mankind to account
(Eccles. 12:14). Those who made a vow were urged not to be slow in paying it (Deut.
23:21,23; cp. Lev. 7:16-18), but cases of delay may have developed from Moses’
death till the times of the monarchy.

A spiritual counterpart to the man who lacks nothing, yet is denied benefit from
riches (6:1-2) We observe first that the man that Solomon considers here is an
example from life ‘under the sun’, and so does not care for anything beyond his own
heart’s selfish desire. One lesson for the first readers of the Teacher’s book can be
seen in the warning that it is God who does not enable him to enjoy ‘wealth,
possessions and honour’ so that ‘a stranger enjoys them instead” (6:2
NIV). The Christian believer can also gain from this passage in the Book of
Ecclesiastes by heeding the warning that he or she should be careful not to allow the
world’s self-centred attitude to affect devotion to the Lord and His service, and to
take action when it does.
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A counterpart for disciples of Christ  From the first steps of faith in Jesus Christ,
Satan our enemy will strive to weaken our efforts to please the Saviour, and
especially divert us from following Him as Lord. He aims to tempt us to let
unworthy and selfish thoughts linger in our minds, leading to wrong-doing and
failure in the Christian path. As believers we were chosen in Christ to be holy and
blameless and are ‘blessed in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing ...
In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, in
accordance with the riches of God's grace ... with all wisdom and understanding’
(Eph. 1:3,7-8). With such riches to help us do our part in strengthening our faith, let
us follow closely in His steps, and avoid every cause of stumbling others. We will
be helped by heeding the good example of fellow believers in churches of God,
and seeing their successes in encouraging newcomers to hear the gospel preached,
and to respond to the call to discipleship. With these positives men and women of
faith are enabled to enjoy spiritual riches to the full. Ecclesiastes 12: 13-14 will
resonate for them also: ‘For God will bring every deed into judgment,
including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil’. Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: It would surely have been a most significant moment for a young
priest to approach the Solomonic temple, most likely feeling overwhelmed by the
majesty of the structure and the beauty of the interior, and then to perform his
duties in the Holy Place. Could it be that after several years he might begin to lose
his sense of awe, and his attitude become casual, blasé? We can think of the
dreadful conduct of Eli’s sons (1 Kin. 2:12-17) and of King Ahaz’s low valuation of
God'’s altar (2 Kin. 16:10-16) as embodying an irreverent spirit. ‘Do not be haughty
... never be wise in your own sight’ (Rom. 12:16 ESV) ought to be our core attitude
in our Christian service, not only when we gather to worship God in the Holies.
‘Let your words be few ...” (Eccles. 5:2) is sound advice which many eminent
persons would do well to heed.

The accumulation of wealth occupies many pages (print or digital) in
newspapers. The writer notes in verse 11, that no lasting satisfaction accrues,
indeed, he introduces a basic economic concept that as goods increase, so does
consumption of them, presumably meaning in his own household. The ultimate lot
of a person of wealth is ‘vexation, sickness and anger’ (v.17 NASB 1995). Similarly,
many today fret constantly over their investments. This is not what our Lord Jesus
advocates for His own, rather to seek first His (God’s) kingdom and righteousness
(Mat. 6:33). James’ epistle thoroughly condemns those who are rich by unjust
means and who have lived ‘in luxury and self-indulgence’ (James 5:5 NIV). Is he
addressing Christian brothers in his denunciation? The context appears to be so.
There is no sin in gaining wealth, but it can so easily become a snare to our attitude
to heavenly treasure (Mat. 6:19-21) [Comment 3].

The man who has everything but ultimately enjoys no benefit (Eccles. 6:1-2) so
that a stillborn child is better off than him is a curious scenario. They both go
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to the one place, one not having seen life at all, and the other having had all the
advantages of possessions and honour, yet without enjoying the benefit of them.
How could this be? Greed, litigation, bad investment, folly or any other cause? The
point is that he had it and he lost it. Spiritually, there is perhaps a counterpart, for
the apostle Paul spoke of a scenario whereby, should he relinquish his calling, he
could lose his prize for service. He describes running a race to obtain the prize in 1
Corinthians 9:24-27; this follows his exposition that he has become all things to all
people (v.22) for the ‘sake of the gospel, that | may share with them in its blessings’
(v.23). He has acquired great spiritual wealth, and yet he could lose it, ‘lest after
preaching to others | myself should be disqualified’ (v.27). How could this happen?
By a return to Judaism? By fear of men? We know that God’s call to us to service is
irrevocable (Rom. 11:29) on His part, yet from our human response to factors, we
could lose our way, and our reward.

Life is indeed brief, a shadow, a vapour, and only by close communion with the
Lord through His Word and with heartfelt prayer can we seek to avoid falling prey
to the evil one’s temptations to ‘give it all up’ to the ruination of our lives. To stay
close to the Lord, avoid bad company (1 Cor. 15:33) and put on the whole
armour of God (Eph. 6:11-18) are good starting points. Roy Dickson

From Mount Forest: The first few verses of this chapter reminded us of Proverbs
17:28. Silence may be a wise course in many circumstances, but in our approach
to God it is not simply silence that is commended. Here, it is brevity. The old adage
is: ‘I had to write you a long letter, because | didn’t have time to write you a short
one!” To be concise requires spending time thinking carefully before expressing
one’s views. Perhaps the lengthy but Spirit-guided prayer of Solomon at the
dedication of the temple (1 Kin. 8:22-61) was carefully prepared in advance.
Anyway, he did not waste words, even where the same thought is necessarily
repeated. His guidance in Ecclesiastes was not contradicted by his own earlier
example.

The writer is not at all suggesting avoiding the presence of God, but living up to
the reality of that inestimable and awesome privilege. Another adage goes: ‘the man
who never did anything wrong, never did anything at alll’ Action is needed.
Ecclesiastes 5:1 says: ‘when you go’, not ‘if you go’ to the house of God. It is like
the Lord’s direction to His disciples (Mat. 5:24) about going to make an offering to
God, and leaving your gift at the altar until wrongs are put right, urgently. This does
not excuse leaving the gift unused and not returning to make the offering.

A similar thought occurs in Ecclesiastes 5:4, not ‘if you make a vow’ but ‘when’.
It is not wrong to make commitments to God, in a spirit of dependence and ‘in the
will of the Lord, | will” (cf. James 4:15; Ps.66:13-20; Acts 18:21, etc.). Solomon’s
warning was that God expects performance of commitments we make to Him, but
not blindly without forethought. Sometimes we may commit to do
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something sincerely, but wrongly. When that occurred under the old covenant
there was provision of a sacrifice to address a rash vow/oath (Lev. 5:4). Perhaps that
is what Jephthah should have done (or did, though not disclosed to us in Judg.
11:29-40). Interestingly, ‘prayer’ (Gk. euché) in James 5:15 implies a prayer with
the force of a vow. What is the point of a vow if it is not made in faith that God will
enable its fulfilment?

There is scholarly debate about who the ‘messenger’ is in Ecclesiastes 5:6,
angelic (RV) or human (ESV). The Hebrew word (malak) does (later) describe a
priest or prophet. Haggai 1:13, Malachi 2:7 and Leviticus 5:6 do not seem to be in
view here, so malak as ‘priest’ is questionable. We found no other instances of
Solomon (or contemporaries) using malak, to help us determine if he meant
human or angelic agents. Rabbis adopt the latter, though malak as an angel would
usually be a messenger from God, not just an observer. The important point is that
failure to properly fulfil commitments to God will not go unnoticed. In a different
context, Paul reminds Corinthian saints that applying the rules regarding headship
is needed ‘because of the angels’ (1 Cor.11:10), perhaps because angels observe
saints, seeing if they are obedient. Certainly, the angels know the Lord sees! (Luke
12:8; cf. Jer. 23:22-24). Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: /s there a spiritual counterpart to the man who lacks nothing,
yet is denied the benefit of all his riches (Eccles. 6:1-2)2It is about the futility of
wealth and the importance of finding enjoyment in what one has. It highlights that
even the most successful people may not be satisfied with their wealth. Wealthy
people may die unsatisfied and un-mourned while others enjoy their wealth.
People may live to a great age but die in misery and be forgotten.

Some say that this chapter is one of the darkest in the Bible. It highlights that
people cannot change what God has determined, and that they do not know what
is best for them in this short life.

Ecclesiastes 6:2 tells us God has given wealth and no power to enjoy it, a
stranger enjoys it. Instead of focusing only on wealth we should seek contentment
and joy from God and recognise that God alone grants the ability to enjoy life’s
blessings. Don’t store up treasures on earth while neglecting what truly matters ...
a relationship with God. S. ). M. Edward

From Surulere: A reverent as opposed to a profane attitude towards God
Unregenerate mankind staggers and clambers under the burden of the original
satanic delusion and deception: that they can ‘be like God’ (Gen. 3:4). It was the
ethos of the first Luciferian creed: ‘... | will ascend to the heavens; | will raise my
throne above the stars of God, | will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, I will
ascend above the tops of the clouds; | will make myself like the Most High’
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(Is. 14:13-14 NIV). Even in some circles avowing fealty to the Lord Jesus, the ‘small
gods’ doctrine is gleefully propagated [Comment 4].

Eve was beguiled by the silky allure that: ‘and you will be like God, knowing
good and evil’ (Gen. 3:5). As such, the first fruit of a profane attitude to God is the
deification of the self: /I am the master of my fate, | am the captain of my soul’. There
is a false elevation of the self to the rarefied courts of heaven. It is for good reason
that the wise man referenced the location of the Almighty God in heaven as a
marker for having the right attitude towards Him.

A profane attitude towards God is reflected in a frenzied pursuit of material
things, in its wide ramifications: ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die’ (1 Cor.
15:32). It is also seen in a misapprehension of one’s importance and achievements:
‘The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: God, | thank you that I am not like other
people - robbers, evildoers, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. | fast twice a
week and give a tenth of all | get’ (Luke 18:11-12).

On the contrary, the benign tokens of a reverent attitude towards God is first
revealed in a profound humility towards Him: ‘But the tax collector stood at a
distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, God,
have mercy on me, a sinner’ (Luke 18:13).

God’s word plays a pivotal role in the life of one with a reverent attitude towards
Him: ‘These are the ones | look on with favour: those who are humble and contrite
in spirit and who tremble at my word’ (Is. 66:2).

The brevity of life We are constantly enjoined in Scripture to reflect on the brevity
of life. Our lives are only a mist, like water poured on the ground. Nevertheless, the
fact of this is to not plunge us into despair or depression. It is to rather inspire us to
live daily in the light of eternity (2 Cor.4:17).

Like our Lord Jesus, in this brief sojourn of ours, we must do the work of Him
who sent Him for the night comes, when no man can work (John 9:4). We must lay
up for ourselves treasures in heaven (Mat. 6:20) [Comment 5]. And remember
always to do good to all men, especially those who belong to the family of believers
(Gal. 6:10).

We should cling lightly to the legitimate things of this world, knowing that the
world and its desires are passing away (1 John 2:17). Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: Point one of our study asked us to look at the advice given in
chapter 5:1-2, in addition to other scriptures and compare a reverent spirit as
opposed to a profane one in our attitude, and coming before a Holy God.W e
found Job's attitude in Job 42:6 (NIV) was an excellent example of a reverent spirit
where he said ‘I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes’ after seeing and
hearing God’s awesome power in all things we know. Also, Isaiah 65 where Isaiah
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finds himself in the very throne room of God, and he said of himself ‘Woe is me!
For I am undone - | am a man of unclean lips!’, and also the tax collector in Luke
18:9-14. The Pharisee displayed a prideful spirit comparing himself to, and
despising the tax collector nearby, boasting about all he himself was doing. On the
other hand, the tax collector wouldn’t even lift his eyes; instead, feeling his shame
for his sin and seeking God’s mercies. Hannah, Samuel’s mother as well, showed
the same spirit in 1Samuel 1:10-11. She was bitter and sad, but she knew the God
who could help. She even made a vow and kept it. These people are examples of
quiet, thoughtful, humble attitudes before a righteous and holy God. The people of
Israel in Jeremiah 19:1-5 were proud, sacrificing their children to Ba’al, by burning
them up as a sacrifice. God said He would deal with that. The priests should have
known better. The people had the law and promises of God, but they wanted it their
own way.

Christians can be the same today, wanting church and prayer their way, as to
how they see it. If it doesn’t go their way then they don't like it, and complain,
sow discord, and have nothing fresh to add. They have usually dropped off
reading, are critical, and say they will tell God a thing or two when they get before
Him. This study is a good reminder to pray for one another that we don't fall off and
develop irreverent and ungodly patterns in our walk with the Lord Jesus. Midweek
prayer and Lord’s Day we walk on holy ground. Our responsibility is to constantly
be on guard — like a watchman on the wall — against sinful attitudes creeping in.

Point 2 asked us to explain what the reference to the messenger (Heb. malak)
means: angel or messenger; whether this was an actual angel or a person who
would record the vow? The idea is that you would fulfil that vow, e.g., Hannah
vowed to give Samuel to the Lord. Vows are serious. Marriage vows are made in a
solemn ceremony. In God’s view, vows are extremely serious business; they can get
you into trouble. We discussed the men that vowed to kill Paul: that was a foolish
vow that can get you killed.

Finally, in 2 Kings 7:3-11, lepers found riches and opted to share. As ‘cleansed
lepers” we should share what we’ve gleaned from Gods word. Rodger Lefevre

COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven): This is the central theme in Dylan Thomas's poem ‘Do Not Go
Gentle into That Cood Night’, which ends with the line: ‘Rage, rage against the
dying of the light.” From unregenerate man’s perspective, as Solomon so clearly
describes it, the futility of a life lived ‘without a hope to cheer the tomb’ inevitability
ends in the blackest darkness. All they can do is vent their anger and shake their
puny fists at God! How different the hope of the believer, whose journey through
life ‘shines ever brighter unto the perfect day” (Prov. 4:19). Our
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souls are anchored to a ‘hope both sure and stedfast’ (Heb. 6:19-20), secured for
us by our Saviour through His atoning death and triumphant resurrection.
Because He lives, we look forward to a glorious eternal day. 1.J.

2. (Cromer): The latter part of verse 8 in the Revised Version is italicised at certain
points. It should literally read “for higher than the highest regardeth, and higher than
they’. That is, the person or persons who maltreats others, due possibly to being in
a higher social position or civil authority, has God watching the situation and He
is ‘higher’ than the one taking a ‘higher’ stance against his victim / object of
oppression.
The Hebrew word for ‘higher’ (gabowahh) carries the thought of feeling superior
to someone else and therefore doing or saying whatever they wish.
R.B.F.

3. (Melbourne): My understanding of the passage would be that this has more to
do with unrighteous employers of considerable means dealing in a completely
unjustified way with those who have sought to earn a living conscientiously
working for them. Such language as ‘a day of slaughter” and bringing their life to a
sad end through their (‘killing the righteous’) meanness, would surely convict a
Christian’s conscience. R.B.F.

4. (Surulere): Apparently, the ‘little god's’ doctrine is promoted by certain
influential ‘Christian” teachers such as Joyce Meyer, Creflo Dollar and others who
espouse the ‘Word of Faith” movement and the ‘Prosperity Gospel’. These teachers
misinterpret and ‘wrest’ such scriptures as Genesis 1:26-27 (made ‘in the image of
God’), Psalm 82:6 (‘ye are gods’ - which the Lord Jesus quoted in answer to the Jews
accusation of blasphemy), or Philippians 2 (alleging that believers on Jesus are also
‘on an equality with God’). Sadly, many simple believers have been misled by the
subtle and heretical idea that they are ‘mini versions of God’ and can become like
God in the same way that the Lord Jesus was equal with God. Mormons also
subscribe to this blasphemous teaching, which, as you so clearly explain, is a
modern version of the original temptation by which Satan deceived Eve: ‘ye shall
be as God, knowing good and evil’ (Gen. 3:5). It is no exaggeration to say that it is
one of the most dangerous ‘doctrines of demons’” that followers of
Christ have to contend with today. 1.J.

5. (Surulere): A point, we note, which is very much in keeping with points made
in the Feature article below. P.D.
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Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF HAGGAI

Introduction

The book of God'’s spokesperson, Haggai, whose name means ‘festive’, took place
in the early part of Darius the Mede’s reign (521 - 486 BC), a year after he was
appointed king over the coalition of Medes and Persians. Daniel the prophet was
living in Babylon at the time (Dan. 9:1).

Haggai’s words were mainly applicable to two key men, Joshua and Zerubbabel,
who were to be instrumental in the rebuilding of the house of God in Jerusalem. It
is always advisable to keep in mind that it is voice of the Lord that is being sounded
out through the words of the writer, under the inspiration of the Spirit of God (Hag.
1:2).

Haggai appears to have been elderly in years and his ministry only extended
over a period of four months. He was a contemporary of Zechariah the prophet and
although the latter’s length of ministry was thirty-three years, both were commended
as valuable helpers in the rebuilding programme of the house of God (Ezra 5:1-2).
Possibly, Haggai was born prior to the destruction of Solomon'’s temple in 586 BC.

Reluctance and Resistance to commence the work of Rebuilding

The number of expatriates of God’s people who returned to Jerusalem and Judah
from Babylon totalled 42,360, in addition to which were 7,337 domestic servants.
Some of the leaders endeavoured to get things moving as quickly as possible for the
reconstruction of God’s dwelling-place. After a seven-month period, during which
the people had settled back in the land building their own family residences, an altar
of sacrifice was finally erected upon which burnt offerings were arranged morning
and evening. But sadly, the foundation of the house of God had not yet been laid!
They had given more importance to establishing their own homes and their own
comfort, than to the Lord’s dwelling-place on earth (Ezra 2:64-65, 68-69; 3:2-3,6;
Hag. 1:4).

As a result of this ‘me first” attitude, hard times had befallen them and the call of
the prophet was for them to have a change of heart and set the Lord and His work
as priority. All their interest and energy had been focused on their own
advancement and prosperity, but it had come to nothing, for the Lord had
withdrawn His blessing and brought to nothing every effort they had made (Hag.
1:6,9-11). ‘You looked for much, and behold, it came to little. And when you
brought it home, I blew it away. Why? Declares the LORD of hosts. Because of my
house that lieth in ruins, while each of you busies himself with his own house’ (v. 9
ESV). Is that not the situation in which we can find ourselves when prioritising
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our own self-interests above those of God’s? The words of the Lord Jesus in
Matthew 6:19-20: ‘Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth ... but lay up for
yourselves treasures in heaven ...’ strike deeply into our hearts, directing us to
concentrate more on the eternal perspective of life’s issues rather than be
preoccupied with ephemeral, earthly treasures. He draws lessons from the birds of
flight having food supplied by their Creator without having to be concerned with
endlessly searching and finding it, and from the flowers of the field which sprout
up and are clothed with the beauty of God’s handiwork without having to worry,
or work at it themselves.

Response and Revival

The word of the Lord through His messengers produced the desired effect. It would
seem to be Haggai who took the leading role, perhaps as a result of being the older
and more experienced man, and he was respectfully treated by Zechariah as such.
Like any incipient work of God, the Adversary had his human instruments at the
ready to oppose it, but their plans to halt the rebuilding came to nought, for God’s
eye was upon it, and the house was rebuilt in the 6th year of Darius’ reign, 516 BC
(Ezra 5;3-5; 6:14-15).

When the word of the Lord is faithfully followed by His people, only good can
come from it. The Lord is ever mindful of what He says and decides; it will not fail
to be fulfilled. He watches (Heb. shagad: constantly keeping an eye on it, to the
very end) over His word to perform it (Jer. 1:12).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Introducing
Man’s Earthly Days

From Study Groups

Sorrow, Wisdom and Righteousness
(Ecclesiastes 7)

Feature
The House of God in the Book of Zechariah

A good name is better than precious ointment,
and the day of death than the day of birth.

Eccles. 7:1 ESV




Introducing . . .
MAN’S EARTHLY DAYS

As we know, when we speak of a ‘day’
or ‘days’, both singular and plural can
refer to an actual specific point in
time, or a period of time
encompassing a set number of days.
Our lives are punctuated by events
that take place once, and those that
cover an expanse of time. Our lifespan
is from a point of time specific — the
day of birth to our day of death
(Eccles. 7:1). The day of one’s birth is
associated with joy and celebration of
a new life entering this world: the day
of death has more to do with sadness
and grief as it is the ending of a life on
earth. Yet Solomon tells us the latter is
better than the former. That would be
true in the sense that earth’s struggles
are finished, but for the Christian,
death is gain; it is to be with Christ,
which is very far better (Phil. 1:21,23).
For the unbeliever it is assuredly
otherwise.

June

Not only that, but to be in
attendance at a house of mourning,
where a death has taken place, has a
very valuable lesson for those still
living, seeing what death can bring —
grief and pain. It will cause the
onlooker to be extremely aware that
life here in the world doesn’t last long,
and can end anytime, and hopefully,
make him or her think seriously about
it all (Eccles. 7:2).

Likewise, in the day of prosperity
and the day of adversity (Eccles. 7:14),
which are not generally time specific,
there are times of being upbeat, and
times of being downhearted, but the
latter experience can prove invaluable
in terms of taking an assessment of
how one’s life is being conducted.
They are brought into human life by
God’s appointment at certain times,
for ... ‘He has even made the one side
by side with the other” (Eccles. 7:14).

R.B.F.

From Study Groups . . .

SORROW, WISDOM AND RIGHTEOUSNESS

(ECCLESIASTES 7)

From Buckhaven: In describing the attitude of ‘the living’ towards the ‘house of
mourning’ the writer conveys how the living will lay it to his heart. In other words,
the one whose end has not yet arrived will fasten to his heart the reality of the
inevitability of death, since this is the end of all men (Eccles. 7:2 AV; New Scofield
Reference Edition). Solomon took a dim view of those who failed to respond
appropriately in the face of death. The foolish laughter pursued by fools who
gravitated to the ‘house of mirth” may have struck King Solomon as their failure
to facereality. By contrast he noted the proper outlook of the wise who responded

53



to the reality of death by retaining their affinity with the ‘house of mourning’ (v.
4). Nevertheless, the conundrum remains: how is sorrow better than laughter?
Had Solomon found in some of his own personal experiences a balm and relief
in sadness? [Comment 1].

In a continuing train of thought, the self - evident statement follows: ‘Better is
the end of a thing than the beginning thereof, and the patient in spirit is better
than the proud in spirit’ (v. 8). Some examples come to mind like Joseph, David
and Paul. Paul was able to say to Timothy, ‘I have fought a good fight, | have
finished my course, | have kept the faith” (2 Tim. 4:7).

When we consider the meaning of being ‘righteous overmuch’ the words of the
Lord Jesus come to mind: ‘Judge not that ye be not judged’ (Mat. 7:1). On the
other hand, if the word wicked is understood as ‘to do wrong, disturb or violate’
(Strong), then to avoid being ‘wicked overmuch’ brings to mind the metaphor:
‘take us the foxes, the little foxes that spoil the vines’ (S.of S. 2:15). In the scriptures
we find there is recovery from some sins but certain sins are of a more serious
nature and cannot be recovered from, as John wrote, ‘there is a sin unto death’ (1
John 5:16) [Comment 2]. James Johnson

From Cromer: Cladness and Sorrow Verse 3 immediately brings to mind the
Lord’s saying in the Sermon on the Mount (Mat. 5:4) ‘Blessed are those who
mourn, for they shall be comforted’. The mourning itself is not a blessing, but it
takes the attention away from the earthly and ephemeral to the Comforter who
sustains us in loss or failure.

Overly righteous Can you have too much of a good thing? The epitome of
righteousness was the Lord Jesus himself — He was called ‘the Holy and Righteous
One’ by Peter (Acts 3:14) — and it is not possible to exceed Him in that quality.
What could be called ‘overly righteous’ is that spurious self-justification which
regards evident adherence to the minutiae of the rules as evidence of
righteousness. The Lord Jesus excoriated the scribes and Pharisees for that attitude
when he said ‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint
and dill and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice
and mercy and faithfulness. These you ought to have done, without neglecting
the others’ (Mat. 23:23 ESV). On the other hand, verse 17 says ‘be not overly
wicked’. Does this mean that a small amount of wickedness is acceptable? At the
root of this is obedience to God. Seeking to be egregiously righteous can lead to
self-righteousness, which is wicked in itself; Solomon reminds his readers that
‘Surely there is not a righteous man on earth who does good and never sins’. Each
man has to accept his frailty, and the New Testament record of what Christ has
done shows God’s way to forgiveness [Comment 2]. Peter Hickling
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From Glasgow: /llustrate and expound Ecclesiastes 7:1-14 by reference to other
scriptures:

7:7-9 Ahab and Ben-Hadad - ‘Extortion turns a wise man into a fool ...” (7:7).
Ahab faced siege by Ben-Hadad and the Syrian army accompanied by 32 kings
with their horses and chariots. A prophet of the Lord announced that they would
be given into Ahab’s hand, and the king showed practical wisdom in asking, ‘But
who will dothis?’, and acting on the answer at once by sending out the 232 young
princes of the provinces first, followed by 7,000—all he could muster—to attack
when the sun was high, and the 33 kings were sheltering in tents. While Ahab
wisely obeyed God, Benhadad and his allies showed themselves to be the foolish
ones, threatening extortion, and they suffered heavy loss (1 Kin. 20:1-21). When
Ben-Hadad’s new forces returned, covering the countryside, Ahab again obeyed
the Lord, and inflicted 100,000 casualties. He failed, however, to trust the man of
God’s message, and made a treaty that earned the Lord’s rebuke for this
foolishness (20:22-43).

7:7-9 - Ahab and Naboth ‘... and a bribe corrupts the heart’ (7:7). Ahab, now
angry, coveted a vineyard close to his palace. When Naboth rightly replied, ‘The
Lord forbid that I should give you the inheritance of my fathers’ (Num. 26:52-56;
Josh. 13:6-7; 1 Kin. 20:43-21:1-28 NIV), Ahab went home and sulked. In foolish
disrespect for God’s law, he was now gripped by uncontrolled anger, and set his
seal on letters to the authorities in Naboth’s city. They doubtless feared loss of
favour or worse if they did not comply with Jezebel’s plan (in effect a bribe),
though it would be abhorrent to upright leaders. By God’s grace, though in
righteous anger, king and queen were warned of His judgement, and when Ahab
repented it was postponed, though dogs were to lick Jezebel’s blood in the
vineyard where Naboth was slain (1 Kin. 22:37-38; 2 Kin. 9:1-10, 24-37).

7:16-17—The Prodigal’s brother ‘Do not be over-righteous ... why destroy
yourself?” The younger brother asked his father for his share of the estate, and
spent all in wild living. When famine had driven him to feed pigs as a hired
servant, and no-one would give him ‘anything” (NIV, NKJV), he decided to return
to his father in repentance. Since the parable was aimed at teaching the Pharisees
and teachers of the law to encourage hardened sinners to repent, instead of
avoiding them, we note the son saying ‘I have sinned against heaven ...” He
remembered his teaching at home that sin is offensive to God, and believers do
well today to make this clear in preaching the gospel, along with God’s mercy to
all who repent. The self-righteous brother would surely know of the father’s
longing for his absent son, and the love that God embedded in His law. We may
see this in the father pleading with him to join the celebration: ‘My son ... you
are always with me, and everything | have is yours’, and avoid the coldness of
being over-righteous (Luke 15:1,11-32). Martin Archibald
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From Melbourne: A sorrowful heart is grievous and weighs one down with
sadness. Sorrow can result from the loss of a loved one, the loss of a job, economic
loss, the loss of relationship and a coldness in relationship with the Lord. Healing
comes through with time depending on the depth of sorrow with the help of the
Lord.

Tribulations bring sorrow and yet the apostle Paul urged those who suffered
such to persevere and glory in them, that they may grow in character and
strengthen their hope (see Rom. 5:3 NKJV).

Solomon describes the joy that follows sorrow, lifting one’s countenance to
happiness. King David’s repentance and joy after forgiveness ‘Make me hear joy
and gladness that the bones You have broken may rejoice (Ps. 51:8) shows a
genuine joy after sorrow. Also 2 Corinthians 7:10b tells us: ‘For godly sorrow
produces repentance leading to salvation ..."

The Lord Jesus was ‘a man of sorrows acquainted with grief’, yet He was joyous
in the Father’s work, delighting in the law of the Lord, and also in His unfailing
obedience to the Father’s will. Despite all His sorrow and sufferings, He looked
beyond the cross: ‘who for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross,
despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God’
(Heb. 12:2b).

Ecclesiastes 7:9 Do not be angry The flesh, as described in Ephesians 5:19, is
prone to outbursts of wrath, anger, boiling up emotion, swelling of strong passion
often uncontrollable. This behaviour is of fools (Eccles. 7:9). We have seen since
COVID the rise of anger and abuse towards others, particularly those serving the
public [Comment 3]. The government here in Australia runs advertising
campaigns about being respectful and warning against abusive behaviour. The
fruit of the Spirit is gentleness and self-control. The wise person will refrain from
anger, as anger does not produce the righteousness of God (James 1:20). Also, in
James 1:19 we are to be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath.

Ecclesiastes 7:28 A virtuous woman King Solomon had seven hundred wives,
and three hundred concubines (1 Kin. 11:1-4). His experience of women far
exceeded any king or man known and they turned his heart away from the Lord.
Yet Solomon exonerates the spiritual woman above measure, ‘who can find a wife
of valour for her worth is far above rubies’ (Prov. 31:10). In verse 30 we read, ‘But
a woman who fears the Lord, she shall be praised’.

A godly wife is atrue companion to her husband. An excellent wife is the crown
of her husband (12:4). She is a gracious honour to her family and friends and in
assembly life she is an asset of spiritual wealth. We are grateful for the many
steadfast women who have been pillars in the house of Lord over the years.
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The Lord Jesus valued the many loyal women who ministered to Him. In His
suffering while carrying the cross to Golgotha His concern was for women who
followed Him, addressing them ‘Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for Me .../
(Luke 23:28). Then in His dying hour we see the great concern He had for His
mother who stood with the other women at the foot of the cross, instructing John
to take her to his home, ‘Woman behold your son!” ... and then to John, “/Behold
your mother””’” (John 19:26-27).

It appears what Solomon was referring to here was that of the ungodly sinful
woman whose heart is snares and nets and whose hands are fetters by which the
sinner is trapped (Eccles. 7:26). Ron Busby

From Mount Forest: The last few verses of Ecclesiastes 7 do not present certain
women favourably. Solomon, despite his famed wisdom, evidently made poor
choices of female companions. However, we would not say the comments are
‘misogynistic’ as they are not really hateful, or necessarily prejudicial (if they truly
reflect facts known to the writer). It would not be difficult to find examples of men
whose relationships with women caused them to fail, generally because they were
drawn by physical attractiveness (e.g. Samson, and even David), so such men are
guilty too. Solomon'’s poor choices of women may have been purposely restricted
to those most physically attractive (Eccles. 2:8,10; S. of S. 6:8; 1 Kin. 11:1-8) rather
than those with the inner beauty the Scriptures value so highly (1 Pet. 3:3-4). The
meekness and insightfulness of the Queen of Sheba (1 Kin. 10:7-10) or the
instruction of Proverbs 31 could perhaps have reminded him of positive features,
though such women (or men!) might be found less than 1 in a 1,000 among those
Solomon sought (Ps. 12:1). Perhaps the key lesson here is that the Devil knows he
can use women to lead men astray, as initially demonstrated by Adam’s response
to Eve in Eden (Gen. 3:6,12). So, we all need to be conscious of our personal
weaknesses, as men or women, since our spiritual lives may be at stake (Gal. 6:1;
1 John 5:16; 2 Cor. 2:11).

Although ‘avoid extremes’ may be a key message, does Eccles. 7:17, by saying
‘overly” wicked, imply some lesser degree of lawbreaking is acceptable? No! But
‘over” what? Over, or worse than, unintentional wrongdoing? [see Cromer’s paper,
para. 2—Eds]. The Hebrew word translated ‘overly’ often means ‘increased’ or
‘multiplied’ (as in Eccles. 6:11; 10:14 NASB). Multiplying offences likely involves
intentionality (seeJer.17:23). Leviticus 4 provided no offering for such sinning (the
rule is summarized in Num.15: 27-36). And the man intentionally gathering sticks
on the Sabbath (contra e.g., Ex. 35:2; Deut. 5:12-15) was to die. If Solomon’s
‘overly ... “ implies ‘do not be intentionally wicked’, then ‘why should you die
before your time’ follows. It is only by divine mercy that such penalty would not
apply (e.g. 2 Sam.12:13). In Luke 12:13-20 the Lord warns against intentional
covetousness, calling the man a ‘fool’, and sudden death followed. Likewise, in
Acts 5:4,9 Ananias and Sapphira intentionally agreed to lie to God, and their lives
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were shortened. Must we conclude God’s mercy was not extended to them? God
could evaluate how much further damage they would cause to themselves and
others if left alive, now that Satan had filled the heart of these disciples (v. 3), thus
their early death could be seen as just and, in a sense, still merciful (see Deut.
30:15-20; Acts 8:22) [Comment 2].

Why should a sad face make a glad heart (Eccles. 7:3)? In context a contrast is
drawn between different places and events that help us to think deeply, or in the
alternative: fail to think wisely. In the presence of death, there may be benefit for
our hearts as we are taught about the seriousness of sin and life’s brevity. The
Hebrew word for ‘glad’ may be translated ‘better’ (see NKJV), and this
comparative sense makes the verse’s meaning clear. Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: /n what sense is the heart ‘made glad” by sorrow? Sorrow is
better than laughter for by sadness of face the heart is made glad. This verse
suggests that periods of sorrow can lead to a deeper, more meaningful joy and
that a sad countenance can be beneficial to the heart. It is part of a section where
the author reflects on wisdom and the paradoxes of life. It suggests that sorrow
and hardships can be more beneficial for personal growth than constant joy and
laughter.

‘Frustration is better than laughter’ (v. 3 NIV) This does not mean joy is bad but
rather that struggles and difficulties often leads to greater wisdom and self-
improvement. A sad face is good for the heart. Sorrow can bring reflection,
maturity and a deeper understanding of life. Hard times make people stronger and
more thoughtful. Practical meaning: difficult experiences teach us more about life
than easy ones. Sadness can lead to personal development and wisdom.
Challenges help shape our character and dependence on God.

The New Living Translation says that the reason why sorrow is better than
laughter is because ‘sadness has a refining influence on us’. As unenjoyable as
sorrow might be, it actually has the power to affect a person in a profound, life -
changing way that laughter has never been capable of doing.

In another verse it is written that the day of death is better than the day of birth’
(v. 1). It is better to spend your time at funerals than at parties! After all, everyone
dies ... so the living should take this to heart. S. ). M. Edward

From Surulere: Are Solomon’s remarks about women in verses 23-28
misogynistic? Scripture is the inerrant and infallible word of the Most High God:
‘All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for
reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may
be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work’ God (2 Tim. 3:16-17
NKJV). And ‘..., but holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy
Spirit’ (2 Pet. 1:21).
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Nevertheless, a critical component of a devout study of the sacred book is
embedded in the Pauline exhortation to the young Timothy: ‘Be diligent to present
yourself approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly
dividing the word of truth’ (2 Tim. 2:15).

It is apropos to take this lens of rightly dividing the word of truth to the
utterances of Solomon about women in Ecclesiastes 7:23-28. It is arguable, as
some have posited, that King Solomon wrote this book towards the end of his
reign as king over Israel. If that was the case, we are confronted with the musings
of a man, Jedidiah, the beloved of the Lord who had been immeasurably blessed
by the Almighty God, now in a state of unfathomable declension.

It was a sad denouement to a life once full of promise: ‘But King Solomon
loved many foreign women, as well as the daughter of Pharaoh: women of the
Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Sidonians, and Hittites— from the nations of
whom the Lord had said to the children of Israel, “You shall not intermarry with
them, nor they with you. Surely they will turn away your hearts after their gods.”
Solomon clung to these in love.” (1 Kin. 11:1-3).

Solomon, arguably was speaking from his tragic experience in a moment of
lucidness, of the bitterness which his 1,000 wives and concubines have been to
him. He surely could find one upright man amongst a thousand but not one
upright woman in his thousand strong harems. How do you charge a tortured
mind with misogyny, who has forsaken the fear of the Lord and was doing evil in
the sight of the LORD?

Scripture is replete with the exploits of godly women, some conspicuous and
others reserved. That godly line included woman like Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel,
Miriam, Rahab, Abigail, Ruth, Deborah, Esther in the Old Testament. The New
Testament brims with women such as Mary the mother of Jesus, Mary Magdalene,
Mary and Martha, the sisters of Lazarus, the prophetess Anna, Priscilla, Lydia,
Phoebe, Eunice and Lois. And the glorious truth in our Lord’s brief sojourn on
earth during His ministry: ‘There were also women looking on from afar, among
whom were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the Less and of Joses,
and Salome, who also followed Him and ministered to Him when He was in
Galilee, and many other women who came up with Him to Jerusalem’ (Mark
15:41). Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: Ecclesiastes 7 contains a great many encouraging ideas for
adopting a godly way of life. One of these is the thought that the heart could be
made better by sorrow as opposed to mirth and laughter. Surely laughter would
make one feel better! Laughing is fun and sorrow seems counterintuitive. We
prefer the illusion that if we are bubbly and happy, life will be good, so we smile
and try to cheer up. Proverbs 4:23 tells us to guard (Heb: showmare) our heart
above all things, because it is the wellspring of life. The same word used to
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describe a security guard and their job. Our hearts are the seat of reflection, moral
decision-making and actions. A sad face can be a mark of sober reflection during
a trial or tribulation. We think about life. We reflect on our goals, commitments,
aspirations, and what we would consider to be important as we travel in life to
the destination ahead. Verse 2 reminds us that death is every person’s destiny, so
it's best to pay attention and take these words to heart. One brother shared that at
a toastmaster type meeting, the participants were asked to pick the talk they
enjoyed best. The winner gave the most serious speech. The students felt they
learned the most from it. So, it seems that scripture and life’s examples show that
it is better to have times of sober reflection rather than look to laugh and joke a
lot.

We then spent time looking at some of the proverbs and what they taught. For
instance, verse one says that the day of one’s death is better than the day of one’s
birth. For the Christian, our death is better because the real ‘you” will be revealed
at the judgement seat of Christ. Everything we ever did in daily life will be
examined. Only what’s done for Christ will last. Did you memorize all the lyrics
to the popular tunes? That won’t make it through to eternity. Did you amass a
great collection? That stays here. Maybe that tract given made a difference. That
act for the Lord might be gold. We will see what will last to the glory of Jesus
Christ for all eternity. The birth of the life here will be forgotten.

Next, we looked at an example of someone who is overly righteous (v. 16).
The Pharisees and Sadducees got to be so zealous that they made up rules that,
to them, were more important than scriptures (Mat. 23:23). They were making up
traditions and worrying about minutiae instead of doing mercy and judgement.
They were condemned by Lord Jesus (v. 17). King Saul was someone over-wicked,
disobeying God, going to a witch. He saw death in battle.

There is so much to learn from these sayings. It would be good to spend more
time in them for any disciple. Rodger Lefevre
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COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven): In laughter one may tend to forget the seriousness of a situation,
that can be at someone’s expense. In sadness, a more contemplative attitude to
life prevails: that can have a beneficial and salutary outcome to a person’s life and
conduct that perhaps has been overlooked previously. R.B.F.

2. (Buckhaven, Cromer, Mount Forest): When life is viewed as being ‘under the
sun’ (v. 15) and that is the only perspective, wearing oneself out to ill-health and
an early grave (vv. 16-17) is pointless, irrespective of whether we ‘overdo’
righteousness or wickedness, wisdom or foolishness. To an extent we might not
entirely disagree with that, but as the Mount Forest paper draws to our attention
making no distinction between virtue and wrong cannot be right for those who
live with a heavenly perspective. P.D.

3. (Melbourne): Unfortunately, certain public servants (especially in Australasia!)
abused their power during the Covid debacle, imposing extreme measures which
went far beyond what was reasonable. While abusive behaviour is never
acceptable, one can well understand the frustration of otherwise law-abiding
citizens forced to choose between the oppressive over-reach of public servants or
remaining true to their conscience. In Scotland for example, where churches were
denied the freedom to continue public worship, (even forbidding communal
hymn-singing), we were thankful that Dr William Philip, a fellow evangelical,
publicly defended the principle of our freedom to gather in person for the
collective worship of God. By God’s grace, his courageous but dignified
objections resulted in a relaxing of the coercive laws imposed by misguided
politicians. 1)

Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF ZECHARIAH

Introduction

The Lord’s message to Zechariah followed shortly, a couple of months at the most,
after He spoke to Haggai. His ministry began in 520 BC and covered a period of
33 years, as opposed to the two months duration of his contemporary, Haggai
(Zech. 1:1).

Zechariah was a priest as well as a prophet. His name is most fitting to his
message as it bears the meaning of ‘God has remembered’ - exactly the case, as
it depicts God’s unceasing care and concern for His people despite the neglect
and failure of the forefathers of Israel to obey and please the Lord over many years
and throughout many generations (Neh. 12:16; Zech. 1:4).
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In the vision God gave to Zechariah, he heard a conversation between an
angel and the Lord of hosts Himself, in which the heavenly messenger pleaded
with the Lord to show mercy on the city of Jerusalem and other cities too in the
land of Judah. They had suffered divine judgement on account of their wicked
ways and iniquitous dealings. The Lord mercifully answered the angel’s pleas,
and called upon Zechariah to convey this message to the people and assure them
of God unwavering commitment to the rebuilding of His house in Jerusalem
(Zech. 1:14,16).

The Requitement of Nations that Persecuted Israel, and the Raising Up of Key
Men in God’s House

Those countries that engaged in hostilities against Israel, determined to end her
existence, would be held accountable by God for doing so. In carrying out their
dastardly designs on His chosen people they were touching with their evil hands
the apple of His eye. Israel’s fortunes would be restored and the Lord would be a
wall of fire around His chosen people: His glory, power and majesty would be
among them (2:5,8,10).

The Lord now revealed to Zechariah two men of His choosing who would be
the principal figures in the rebuilding work of God’s house — Joshua, the high
priest of the nation, and Zerubbabel. Both had been in Babylon but were among
the first exiles to return to Jerusalem under the decree of Cyrus, king of Persia in
538 BC. These were two men of great faith who robustly rebuffed adversaries of
God’s people that surreptitiously tried to ingratiate themselves into the
reconstruction work on the temple. They pressed on with the Spirit-led project
despite further vociferous opposition. Behind all these obstructions to the work of
rebuilding was Satan, seen by Zechariah, standing at Joshua’s right hand, ‘trying
every trick in the trade’ no doubt to undermine Joshua, God’s representative,
thankfully unsuccessfully. God promised, through His angel, that if he faithfully
followed God'’s ways and fulfilled the responsibility given to him, Joshua would
have a position of adjudication in matters relating to God’s house. For Zerubbabel
there would be the honour of having his name mentioned, not only having laid
the foundation of the house, but also being the person of high privilege who,
helped by others, completed it (Ezra 1:2-3; 3:2-3,6-7; 4:9).

In our day, our obligation to the God of the house of God, is to endeavour, by
the enabling of the Spirit of God, to be faithful in every aspect of its service, as
was Moses, and to ensure that our conduct is worthy of our high calling, always
giving our best, in the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth
(Heb. 3:2,5; 1 Tim. 3:15).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Introducing . . .

July

THE LORD JESUS AND PILATE CONTRASTED FROM

ECCLESIASTES 8

Because the kings’s word hath power;
and who may say unto him, What
doest thou? (v.4) writes Solomon in a
passage which seems to present both
a society led by a benevolent and
righteous dictator, and that the power
of any ruler — absolute or not - is not
quite the whole story. For the unseen
inner life, which he can and should
feed and nurture in God’s presence
(v.3) and with the absolute faithfulness
of His word, His oath, in mind, is
always beyond any of us to control
completely, since ‘no man hath power
over the spirit’ (v.8). At any time any
of us might have a shining face (v.1) or
a miserable one (v.6) and even if we
are not manifesting joy or misery, we
are perplexed, not knowing the
interpretation of a thing (v.1), nor what
shall be or how it shall be (v.7). These
things would affect a wise ruler with
any measure of integrity. They also,
though, affected the ruler Pontius
Pilate who hid behind the fact that his
power over life and death could not
be questioned when he did not know
what to do although Truth was there
before him.

Pilate was not saddled with the
burden of doing righteousness for
righteousness’ sake but was an
example of what Solomon so writes in
Ecclesiastes 8:8 that ‘neither shall
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wickedness deliver him thatis given to
it'.

In John 18 and 19, the derided
King, the Man, Jesus of Nazareth, was
before Pilate who said ‘I have power’
(19:10) but really it was the other way
round. The Saviour was not
perplexed. He knew the outcomes of
that day. And He had power over His
spirit, and indeed, contrary to what
Pilate thought, He had the power over
the day of His death that Solomon also
named in Ecclesiastes 8:8. It was not
just that Pilate could be manipulated,
and was, by the political need to
please and appease but he had to hide
behind that also to justify his actions,
not having power over his spirit that
the Saviour uniquely had over His,
and was only too willing to do the
wickedness of condemning an
innocent man (as he viewed Him) to
death. There was a battle being fought
that day and there was no discharge in
that war (v.8). Pilate, for all the
washing of his hands, and all his
cowardly and self-serving
wickedness, could not escape his
responsibility. But that much was true
of the Saviour too with whom was the
real inward power and control — and,
so wonderfully for us, the wise and
glorious power of love that outshone
the love of power. P.D.



From Study Groups . . .

AUTHORITY, EVIL AND THE WAYS OF GOD (ECCLESIASTES 8)

From Buckhaven: The God of heaven ‘rules the kingdom of men’ and has placed
authority upon ‘the lowest of men’(Dan. 4:17 - ESV Text Edition 2016). It is quite
right for citizens and subjects to honour and respect this God-appointed order
upon the temporal power. The first few verses of Ecclesiastes 8 seem to align
certain characteristics of God’s prerogative with an earthly ruler’s prerogative, ‘for
he does whatever he pleases. For the word of the king is supreme, and who may
say to him, “What are you doing?”’ (vv. 3-4) [Comment 1].

But history alerts us to be aware of situations where a conflict might arise
between God'’s requirements and the temporal powers’ requirements. As Peter
and John made clear to the council of elders, ‘Whether is it right in the sight of
God to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge for we cannot but speak
of what we have seen and heard’ (Acts 4:19).

There are instances in Scripture showing departures from the normal pattern of
subjection to the powers that be — as sometimes being necessary. Wisdom and
discernment will surely be required in all such situations. The Lord told his
disciples to be ‘wise as serpents and innocent as doves’ amongst the ‘wolves’ of
this world (Mat. 10:16). Daniel’s example in the midst of a testing situation was
his lack of aggressiveness in response to his scheming enemies. Rather, he
continued to pray towards Jerusalem ‘three times a day... as he had done
previously’ (Dan 6:10). Petitioning the God of heaven only became an issue of
conflict when the king of the Medes made the grave error of signing a blatantly
anti-God decree.

Religious tolerance is once again being assailed around the world — very
noticeably in the western world of so-called democracy. The bold attacks over
recent years on many of the accepted freedoms of the past are beginning to bring
public heralds of the gospel towards a time of crises - as the coming of the Lord
draws ever nearer. James Johnson

From Cromer: Whom to obey? All authority is delegated, and ultimately derives
from God Himself. This was made clear when the Lord was arraigned before
Pilate: ‘Pilate said to him, “You will not speak to me? Do you not know that I have
authority to release you and authority to crucify you?” Jesus answered him, “You
would have no authority over me at all unless it had been given you from above”
(John 19:11 ESV). The authority of rulers derives from God, but the delegation is
limited in its scope. One may think of a pyramid of authority, where each level of
the pyramid is restricted to its own sphere. Thus verse 2 of chapter 8 says ‘Keep
the king’s command, because of God’s oath to him’; that is, God has entrusted
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the ruler with the responsibility of government. However, a ruler may usurp the
responsibilities of a higher order, as Darius did in Daniel 6. Similarly, the Jewish
priests in Acts 5 exceeded their authority, drawing the reply ‘“We must obey God,
rather than men’. The apostles had been enfranchised by the highest possible
authority: ‘Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has
been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to
observe all that | have commanded you and behold, I am with you always, to the
end of the age”” (Mat. 28:18-20). Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: How Ecclesiastes 8:2-5 might be reconciled with Daniel’s actions
(Dan. 6:10) Daniel’s life was threatened when the other administrators and the
satraps had tried to find charges against him in governmental affairs, but decided
to use his faithfulness to the law of his God, persuading the king to issue a decree
that would result in his most trustworthy ruler being thrown into the lions” den
(Dan. 6:3-9). It seems clear that this was a jealous attack on Daniel’s reputation,
the Jews, and ‘the living God” whom they served (6:20). Daniel’s response was to
continue praying, now for deliverance, and, we suggest, with thanksgiving for
God’s rescue from Nebuchadnezzar’s wrath (Eccles. 6:10-11; 3:19-27).

The prophet’s faithfulness was richly rewarded as the angel of the Most High
God shut the mouths of the lions (6:21-23; cp. 4:2-3). Solomon’s counsel (8:2-5)
drawn from his experience of life under the sun, and studied with God-given
wisdom, can be found in Daniel’s actions since he accepted without protest that
Darius must carry out his decree, yet in God’s wonderful way he came to no
harm, lightening any misery he felt (8:5-6). He stood up for a good cause in
continuing to pray towards Jerusalem, and his faith was surely deepened through
this trial, producing another decree better by far (Dan. 6:26-28).

Ecclesiastes 8:2-5 and the apostles The Lord prepared His disciples for
persecution, and the hatred of the world that had first hated Him, by promising
them ‘My peace’ (John 14: 27). When they gathered with other believers (the total
being about 120) to wait in Jerusalem for the promised coming of the Holy Spirit
in power, they would be greatly strengthened by being together in prayer (Acts
1:14-15; 2:1). That promise was amazingly fulfilled with those who heard Peter’s
message being convicted, and as many as accepted it being obedient in
thousands, while many miracles helped Jews believe that Jesus was the Christand
follow Him as Lord (2:2-47). When persecution from the Jewish leaders came,
Peter and John repeatedly obeyed the Lord’s command to be His witnesses, and
the apostles so preached that many more were added to the church (1:8; 4:18-
19,33; 5:12-14).

The apostles were jailed, but an angel of the Lord opened doors, and their
witness continued the next day! Though Spirit-filled Stephen and James lost their
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lives for the testimony, and Herod planned to kill Peter, an angel of the Lord
released him from chains and 16-strong guard, to meet the earnestly praying
church (7:54-58; 12:1-18). Thus many came to no lasting harm, wisely trusting in
our great God (cp. Eccles. 8:5), while others laid down their lives as their Lord
did—an example for all His servants. Here we see spiritual power in the New
Covenant, far transcending the wisdom Solomon observed among men whose
aims were confined to life under the sun. We consider the effect of Stephen’s
death on Saul, who was to bear persecution over many years, and death, for the
gospel of Jesus. Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: Absolute monarchs were not to be trifled with, even so today.
This does not presuppose that such a monarch or autocrat is by definition evil,
cruel or unjust. Secular authority exists by the will of God (see Rom. 13:1) and
the Christian must learn to live alongside and within ‘the king’s command’ until
... ‘there is a fork in the road” (NT Issue 02/2025 p.15) between God’s command
and men’s. Then, wisdom from above is vital to know how to respond, so that our
face might ‘shine’ in acting according to God’s revealed will. The early apostles,
after being beaten for speaking in the name of Jesus, contrary to the instruction of
the Sanhedrin, ‘rejoiced that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonour for the
Name’ (Acts 5:41 ESV). The recurring context of these early verses of our chapter,
however, is to obey authority, but to do so with wisdom, thus, with discernment
as to cause and effect. One might imagine a public servant being instructed to
implement a policy which may be disadvantageous to some, but by careful
consideration, these consequences may be reduced or eliminated.

Ecclesiastes 8:8b is open to question as to how to understand. ESV translates as
‘There is no discharge from war’, and NIV ‘there is no discharge in battle’, while
RV ‘there is no discharge in that war’. Comparing these marginal alternatives with
the preceding sentence ‘no man has power to retain the spirit or power over the
day of death’, the RV inclusion of the pronoun ‘that” as indicating that the battle
or war referred to is ‘the day of death” and not necessarily a literal battle or war,
seems to connect more readily with what precedes. Verse 10 poses a similar
question, as to whether those wicked ones who ‘used to go in and out of the holy
place’ and are now buried were ‘praised’ (ESV/NIV) or “forgotten’ (RV) in the city,
but perhaps either way, we can still say that ‘it is vanity” due to their godless lives.

These are certainly thoughts of an acute observer of human conduct and
attitudes, and of one who is not swayed by appearance or by flattery. Whether
one’s life is grand or humble, the assessment is the same, we can only know as
far as God is pleased to reveal to us what is beneficial. Which makes us wonder
about the point of a desire to send a manned spaceship to Mars! The inventiveness
of humanity is remarkable, despite what was said by a Commissioner of US patent
office over a hundred years ago ‘Everything that can be invented has been
invented’. Humanity will continue to seek and find answers to many things, and
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thus in a sense ‘neither day or night do one’s eyes see sleep’ (v.16). Does this not
make us think of the 24-hour financial markets worldwide, and traders ever alert
to fluctuations (bear or bull)? The conclusion in verse 17 of our chapter is striking
‘Even though a wise man claims to know, he cannot find it out’. In an interview
with Professor Richard Dawkins, the renowned molecular biologist and atheist,
was asked after all his analysis of material facts regarding existence, what started
it all, he said ‘I don’t know, but it doesn’t follow that it was God’. QED?

Roy Dickson

From Mount Forest: The early verses of Ecclesiastes 8 teach about obeying a
ruler’'s commands, but this is not an unqualified requirement. We could justifiably
qualify itby saying, as long as it does not oppose God’s will revealed in His word.
This overriding qualification was stated by Peter when rulers sought to restrict the
preaching of the Gospel (Acts 5:27-29). The same principle is seen in relation to
Daniel’s blameless refusal to cease praying to YHWH (Dan. 6:10-11,16,22).
These statements are easy to say but hard to live out, because as Daniel and Peter
illustrate, the believer is not relieved of the penalty the ruler may impose for
his/her failure to obey. Some may relate to this by remembering the painful,
potentially life-long cost of conscientious objection to military service. The
wisdom of Ecclesiastes 8:5 suggests we do not need to make our non-compliance
impossible for the ruler to accept without punishment. For instance, during the
Covid crisis (before vaccination was available) our ‘rulers’ passed a law
prohibiting the church to meet as usual for the Remembrance. But we found the
rules permitted groups of up to 10 people to meet, so the church met in properly
organized companies of ten or less (observing all safety protocols), and did not
need to insist on its Bible-based mandate for normal larger gathering [Comment
21].

The danger of verse 11 is popularly reworded as ‘justice delayed is justice
denied’. The woman of Luke 18:1-8 is a case in point, and the example was used
by the Lord to illustrate the need for persistent prayer that goes over the head of
the unjust judge. How we react to injustice is a test of our faith. Job’s testing time
was more than most of us might feel we could bear; but God knew His man, and
in a sense, He brought justice to Job quickly in the way he measures time, namely
by the completion of all necessary intervening steps, not just the elapsed time
required to reach the conclusion (the same applies to Rev. 22:12-13). We must
remember 2 Pet. 3:3-10. If we have been slow to repent, we will value God’s
longsuffering. We might hear people say: ‘the King’s business requires haste” but
that perhaps over-used expression needs to be learned from its application in the
context of 1 Samuel 21:8.

We were impressed with Ecclesiastes 8:17. We live in a world that foolishly
expects science to solve everything. Yet, as each day goes by, we find our
exploration of the natural world reveals more and more how little we know. Awe
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is appropriate! This is true at the extremes of cosmology and microbiology,
whether we talk of light years, or quantum particles, or so-called redundant DNA
(which is now found to be not redundant at all!). Then there is the invisible but
amazing spiritual reality, which Solomon’s limited research ‘under the sun” hardly
touches, but we note 2 Corinthians 4:18 applies. Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: Compare Ecclesiastes 8:11 with longsuffering in other parts
of the scripture Ecclesiastes 8 tells us about man’s delay in punishment of the
wicked leads them to more bad acts wholeheartedly without fear. The same
thoughts are expressed in Numbers 14:17 and Nehemiah 9:17. The psalmist
writes that the Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger (longsuffering) and
abounding in mercy (Ps.103:8 NKJV/ Telegu Bible from The Bible Society of
India). The same thoughts are expressed in Numbers 14:18 and Nehemiah 9:17.

Solomon in Proverbs 14:29 says he who is slow to wrath has great
understanding but he who is impulsive exalts folly. In chapter 25:15 we read ‘By
long forbearing a ruler is persuaded, and a gentle tongue breaks a bone’.

Jeremiah was writing this in other words, ‘In your enduring patience, do not
take me away. Know that for your sake | have suffered rebuke’ (15:15). In Romans
2:4 Paul declares ‘Or do you despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, and
longsuffering, not knowing that the goodness of God leads you to repentance?’

See also 1 Thessalonians 5:14; 1 Timothy 1:16; 2 Timothy 3:10 and 4:2. In 1
Peter 3:19-20 ‘By whom also He went and preached to the spirits in prison, who
formerly were disobedient, when once the Divine longsuffering waited in the days
of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that is, eight souls,
were saved through water’. 2 Peter 3:9 also mentions longsuffering.

At a final stage in Galatians 5 Paul is speaking about fruit of the spirit, including
longsuffering. It is also in Colossians 1:11. As our Lord is showing, we should also
inculcate longsuffering in our lives day by day. S. ). M. Edward

From Surulere: It is a source of perpetual enthralment to reflect upon the
extravagant mysteries of the creative work of God. It was in this exuberant vein
the sweet psalmist of Israel wrote: “When | consider Your heavens, the work of
Your fingers, the moon and the stars, which You have ordained, what is man that
You are mindful of him” (Ps. 8:3-4 NKJV). An aggregation of the works of all the
creative geniuses that humanity has known or will know, pales in significance
against the minutest of what God has done.

The Scripture exudes the vaunting majesty of God's creative omniscience: ‘For
the LORD is the great God, and the great King above all gods. In His hands are
the deep places of the earth; the heights of the hills are His also. The sea is His,
for He made it and His hands formed the dry land’ (Ps. 95:3-5). Again, King David
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takes the theme one exultant notch up: ‘The heavens declare the glory of God;
and the firmament shows His handiwork, day unto day utters speech and night
unto night reveals knowledge’ (Ps. 19:1-2).

Since the dawn of time, the enduring pursuit of mankind has been to traverse
and comprehend the works of God. Despite the giant strides taken and discoveries
made, with man’s increasingly sophisticated exploratory tools, they have only but
managed to skirt the outer fringes of God’s works: ‘Indeed, these are the mere
edges of His ways’ (Job 26:14). With each celebratory colossal step taken in the
quest for understanding the physical universe, there is an ever-deepening
yearning for more knowledge of the world.

Even with that which Job referred to as the outer fringes of God’s work,
humankind is still at sea. Who has been able to compass to the full the mystery of
how God: ‘Stretches out the north over empty space’ and ‘hangs the earth on
nothing’? (Job 26:7). Who can explain how: ‘He drew a circular horizon on the
face of the waters, at the boundary of light and darkness’ (Job 26:10)?

Who is able to explicate how: ‘He stirs up the sea with His power and by His
understanding He breaks up the storm’ (Job 26:12)? Humanity is never more
keenly aware of its mortality, fragility and finiteness than in the face of the
relentless surging of the watery bodies. Although man can tell with precision the
arrival of these natural maelstroms, he is like confetti in the face of its relentless
advance.

Man’s voyage into space and his frenzied pursuit for some form of life in the
far-flung nether reaches of the rolling spheres accentuates his boundless
limitations. If he has not compassed to the full the things of this world, how can
he dabble in matters of other realms? Our joy is that although no one can by
searching find out God (Job 7:11), yet we have our Lord Jesus Christ who came
forth from the Father and who created all things, whether visible or invisible. He
is the One who upholds all things by the word of His power (John 16:28; Col.
1:16-20; Heb.1:3). Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: This month we looked at Daniel’s actions as a response to a
law that was passed, specifically forbidding anyone (including Daniel) from
making a petition before any God or anyone except the king of the Medes and
the Persians, for thirty days. We also examined the response of Peter and the
apostles when they were told not to teach in Jesus’ name.

The response by both Daniel and Peter and the apostles was similar. They
heard what was said very clearly. They knew the risks. In Daniel’s case, he carried
on as usual. He opened his window toward Jerusalem and prayed three times a
day to God, whom Daniel knew he could trust. He experienced the consequence
of his actions and was thrown into a den of lions. He could have been eaten but
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God had other plans for him. Instead, he survived, and his persecutors and their
families suffered what they had hoped would have been Daniel’s fate. Peter and
the apostles were threatened with death. Peter and John had been picked up once
for teaching and healing in Jesus’ name. Their teaching was spreading and now
the Sanhedrin issued threats. They heard Peter’s response in Acts 5:29 that they
ought to obey God rather than men. The apostles also said it was the Sanhedrin
that slew the Messiah, but God raised Him from the dead. The Sanhedrin were
cut to the heart by what they heard and took counsel to kill them, but a cooler
head prevailed - a man by the name of Gamaliel made a couple of valid points,
the main one being that the Sanhedrin might be fighting God. They took the
advice and threatened the apostles, beat them and released them. There are other
instances of persecution such as Daniel’s friends, Shadrach, Meshech and
Abednego. They suffered a fiery furnace because they would not bow down to a
statue, yet they survived. Both Daniel and his friends, and the apostles didn’t know
how things would work out, but they knew they weren’t going to act against God.
Stephen was killed by stoning; James was beheaded with a sword.

Even today there is suffering for the word of the Lord Jesus. In North Korea,
China, and Eastern Europe, and other places in the world [such as the horrific,
ongoing atrocities being committed by Islamic extremists in Northern Nigeria and
Syria—/.J.]1, people are having to decide: obey God, or obey laws that forbid
teaching and telling of Jesus. They are being roasted, buried alive, beheaded and
other terrible punishments for Jesus’ sake.

Sometimes God will do the punishing. Manasseh, Hezekiah’s son, was very
wicked and ended up in a prison until he repented and turned to God. God then
restored Manasseh to his kingship.

One day we too may have to decide: to obey God or obey men? The word is
very clear, we cannot serve two masters. Choose Jesus; choose life.
Rodger Lefevre

COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven): | appreciate that there are notable scholars who hold this view.
For my part, | see only an earthly authority which has the responsibility to lay
down laws and a system of penalties for lawbreaking, but which does not engage
with or interfere in the lives of its subjects as long as they do not break the law,
and expects them to be restrained in pursuance of grievances. P.D.

2. (Mount Forest): As disciples of the Lord Jesus, we live in increasingly perilous
times. Never in living memory has our freedom to serve and worship God been
restricted to such an extent. As friends in Buckhaven and Victoria B.C.
contemplate in their final paragraphs, we may yet be called upon to defend our
God-given right to gather physically for collective worship and testimony.

70



With the benefit of hindsight, we also note that the novel mRNA injections
mandated by many political leaders have proven to be far less effective than
traditional vaccinations—and nowhere near as safe. /).

Correction

In March 2025 BS Issue, page 30, Feature article ‘The House of God in the book
of Amos’, the last sentence of the paragraph entitled Introduction should read:

‘Jeroboam II’s considerable period of kingship is generally regarded by historians
as one of astute government and prolonged prosperity, of which little is said in
Scripture. However, 2 Kings 14:24 gives God’s verdict on his extremely sad and
destructive spiritual failure.’

To say his reign overall was nefarious and chaotic is an overstatement as far as
the political realm is concerned, but the spiritual aspect must have deleteriously
affected his reign somewhat when we look at just one of Jeroboam the son of
Nebat's sins, e.g. the creation of two golden calves, one in Bethel, the other in
Dan, covering the whole stretch of Israel’s territory, and commanding the people
of Israel to worship them (see 1 Kin. 12:25-33).

We thank our brother David Webster of Liverpool for pointing this out.
Editors.

Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF MALACHI

Introduction

Malachi’s ministry, as recorded in the sacred writings of Scripture, was directed
to both Judah and Israel. The period of time he spent in delivering messages from
the Lord extended over the same duration as Zechariah’s — 33 years, but in a very
different timeframe (430-397 BC). His Hebrew name means ‘My messenger’. He
prophesied fifteen years after the third and final return of exiles from Babylon to
Jerusalem in 445 BC, under the leadership of Nehemiah, who had been granted
permission by the Persian king Artaxerxes 2 to investigate the report of the wall of
Jerusalem being broken down and the gates burned with fire (Neh. 1:3;2:2-5,8).

The initial thrust of the prophet’s ministry centred on the Lord’s everlasting
love for His people despite the fact they were treating Him despicably since their
return from captivity in the way they went about their daily duties in service for
Him. Incredibly, it was the priests of the nation who were most guilty in letting
Him down by abusing the law of the Lord in bringing defective animals to be
sacrificed on the altar, instead of flawless ones. They had become lazy and
negligent, as opposed to Gentile nations around them, who had been proselytized
from paganism to Judaism (Mal. 1:2,6,8,11,14b).
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Our adversary, Satan, is relentless in his efforts to blight God’s work and cause
God’s own to become neglectful of the need to conform to what He specifies as
being required for faithful and obedient service to Him, as revealed in His word
(Eph. 6:11; 1 Cor. 4:3; 2 Cor. 2:11).

The Solution to bring about Restoration to Effective Spiritual Service

Malachi further announces what the priests had to do to revoke the curse that
would fall upon them if there was no change of heart. Previously Israel had fallen
prey to the wicked practices of the Moabites and committed whoredom and
idolatry with that sinful nation. The prophet cites the swift and decisive action of
Phinehas, the grandson of Aaron, the high priest of Israel, when a blatant sin was
committed publicly by a young prince of the families of the Simeonites in the sight
of God’s people assembled in the camp. Phinehas slew the perpetrator and his
Midianite female partner with a spear: she had belonged to a high- ranking family
of that nation. Although 24,000 of the people met with death as a result of all that
took place, Phinehas’ decision to act as he did spared many more of the Lord’s
people being spared from God'’s judgement (2:1; Num. 25:1-3,6-11).

In speaking highly of Phinehas, we are told what God thought of him, as
declared to Moses: (1) he revered and honoured the name of the Lord; (2) he
spoke the truth and was an example of uprightness; this had a profound effect for
good upon others (Mal. 2:5-6).

Our development and continuity in spiritual maturity, honesty and
truthfulness, being prepared to stand fast for the Lord in testimony within His
house and in the public sphere before the world, will make demands upon us that
will not always be easy to fulfil, but God is able and always ready to help (Eph.
4:25; Heb. 13:6,21).

A Prospect of Hope and a Change of Heart for the Better

The middle part of the prophet’s message brings into focus a future day when the
Lord Jesus will come to His temple at the inception of His millennial reign; when
everything will have been put right as far as the standard rule of righteousness to
be maintained is concerned; and the offerings of Judah and Israel will be carried
out properly according to God'’s perfect will. His grace and mercy will flow
unceasingly to His people because He is the unchanging God who remains ‘the
Same’ towards His own; what He has been in the past, He remains so in the
present, and ever will be in the future (Mal. 3:1-4,6; Ps. 102:27; Heb. 1:12; 13:8).

There had to be immediate wholesale change in the attitude and heart-
condition of the people. His house would be bursting at the seams with divine
provision forall if only they sought to do His will, and His requirements were met:
they would no longer be famished and impoverished. Labour for the Lord is not
unfruitful; keeping His commands yields rich dividends. He is ready and able to
provide ‘meat in His house’. The windows of heaven would be thrown open and
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avalanches of blessing be outpoured upon them. No longer would the fruits of
their labour be aborted by adversaries (Mal. 3:10-14).

How vital it is that we learn quickly as young disciples, babes in Christ, that
to grow in our love and knowledge of the Lord in our early days of faith we need
to have a desire to be fed with the milk of God’s word, gradually developing an
increasing appetite for the solid and strong food which is able to strengthen our
faith and produce an ability in handling aright the word of truth. Perish the day
when God'’s precious and holy word is set aside by us and replaced by a greater
desire and time for earthly things (1 Cor. 3:2; Heb. 5:14; 2 Tim. 2:15).

An Outcome of Blessing

How refreshing to find that the powerful effect of Malachi’s message from the Lord
to His people at last produced the best results possible: they feared the Lord,
encouraged one another, and the Lord took notice and acted accordingly. Israel
once again were able to reclaim their title as His special treasured possession in
the earth from among all the peoples — just as we can be today by obeying His
voice as found in His word (Mal. 4: 16-17; Ex. 19:5; 1 Pet. 2:9).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Introducing . . .

August

THE ENJOYMENT OF GOD’S BLESSINGS

‘Eat drink, be merry, for tomorrow we
die” is the attitude of the unbeliever
‘whose portion is in this life only’. As
Horatius Bonar pointed out more than
150 years ago: ‘To lull the conscience
asleep, to minister to pleasure, to
drown the sorrows of earth, to cheat
the soul out of its eternal birthright! ...
What are all these in a world from
which its Creator has been banished:;
a world whose wisdom is not the
knowledge of Christ, and whose
sunshine is not the love of God?
(Earth's Morning: or Thoughts on
Genesis, pp. 256 - 260, Horatius
Bonar, D.D., New York 1875).

Nevertheless, in contrast with the
folly and superficiality —of the
unbeliever, Solomon's exhortation in
Ecclesiastes 9:7-9: ‘eat your bread
with joy, drink your wine with a merry
heart ...” —reflects the settled peace
of the believer in God, who can truly
enjoy life’s blessings because they
gladly acknowledge that “Every good
gift and every perfect boon is from
above’ (James 1:17). Their enjoyment
of God’s good gifts is rooted in their
deep sense of appreciation of His
benevolence towards them: ‘Solid joy
and lasting treasure, None but God’s
own children know.” (John Newton,
1779).

Nevertheless, In Philippians 3, the
apostle  Paul  warns  against
backsliding. The temptation to go
back, to please ourselves, take the
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easy way or follow the crowd, is ever
present and must be guarded against.

The disciple of Christ enjoys God’s
blessings in a far more profound sense
than those ‘whose god is their belly,
and whose glory is in their shame,
who mind earthly things” (Phil. 3:19).
That these words were written about
believers who had gone back to the
ways of the world, is a sobering
thought. Notwithstanding, those who
aim to please God, will always be
acutely aware that life is as ‘a mist’ or
‘a vapour’ (James 4:14) and the time
available for service is limited.

Whatever guilt-free, wholesome
pleasures we may delight in, our
ultimate goal is to serve and gladden
the heart of the One who ‘redeemed
[us] from all evil’ (Gen. 48:16). Our
greatest joy is experienced when we
are fully engaged in laying up treasure
in heaven ‘where neither moth nor
rust consume’ (Mat. 6:20), redeeming
the time God has given us in this
world, mindful that sooner than we
think, we shall be required to give
account of our choices and actions, at
the judgement seat of Christ for deeds
done— or not done (!) —in the body.

‘Cive every flying minute
Something to keep in store;
Work, for the night is coming,
When man works no more.’

(Mrs A. L. Walker).
/).



From Study Groups . . .

ISSUES OF LIFE AND DEATH (ECCLESIASTES 9)

From Buckhaven: ‘Yea also, the heart of the sons of men is full of evil ...” (Eccles.
9:3 RV). Here the natural condition of the heart of saints and sinners alike is laid
bare. The Lord Jesus pointed out to his disciples how they, being evil nevertheless
knew how to give good gifts (Mat. 7:11). Paul acknowledged the reality that in
my flesh dwells no good thing (Rom. 7:18). John plainly states ‘we deceive
ourselves if we say we have nosin’ (1 John 1:8). The total depravity of our hearts,
apart from the quickening touch from the hand of God, is a reality. There are
instances in our disciple experience when our old man disturbs our endeavours
to walk with God. Thankfully we have been sealed with the Holy Spirit. And so
we are caused to long for the day of redemption. Paul expresses this longing to
be delivered from our imperfect state whilst still in the body, ‘Who shall deliver
me out of this body of death’” (Rom. 7:24 RV margin).

We know salvation is by grace through faith—not of works. There cannot be
a contradiction between this truth and the ‘works’ described in Ecclesiastes by the
Preacher, ‘For God hath already accepted thy works ..." (Eccles. 9:7). So how are
we to interpret such works—here described by Solomon? Or in what context
should they be viewed? [Comment 1].

‘The battle is not to the strong’ (v. 11). This is a remarkable statement. Whether
in the apportioning of food, or riches, or favour, the Preacher in Jerusalem
observed how time and chance happens to all of us. It is surely a reminder that
God is watching over all of His creation, and in sovereign over-ruling will
intervene and cause each one of us to know His hand continually working out
His purposes, just as Ezekiel penned the refrain impressed on him, ‘they shall
know that | am the LORD’ (Ezek. 36:11). James Johnson

From Cromer: Under the sun This phrase occurs 28 times in the book of
Ecclesiastes, and it tells us much about the circumstances of its writing. Solomon
surveyed the daily life of the kingdom over which he reigned, and saw that
everyone did not always get what he deserved. Some who are inclined to do evil
think that they can ‘get away with it’. Solomon wrote ‘all this | laid to heart,
examining it all, how the righteous and the wise and their deeds are in the hand
of God. Whether it is love or hate, man does not know; both are before him. It is
the same for all, since the same event happens to the righteous and the wicked,
to the good and the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to him who sacrifices and
him who does not sacrifice. As the good one is, so is the sinner, and he who
swears is as he who shuns an oath. This is an evil in all that is done under the sun,
that the same event happens to all. Also, the hearts of the children of man are full
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of evil, and madness is in their hearts while they live, and after that they go to the
dead. But he who is joined with all the living has hope, for a living dog is better
than a dead lion. For the living know that they will die, but the dead know
nothing, and they have no more reward, for the memory of them is forgotten’ (9:1-
5) Fellow men can guess the motives of others, but they cannot really know their
character. Their deeds are in the hands of God (v.1), and He, the only impartial
assessor, is the only final judge.

The gifts of God Verses 7 to 10 point out that every good gift comes from above;
Christians should always be thankful people, just as Paul wrote much later to the
Thessalonians (1 Thes. 5:18). We have had so many good things given to us,
especially the gift of Christ himself. Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: Generations repeating the cycle of life and death (Eccles. 9) As
Solomon reviews what he has found thus far in his study of life under the sun
(Eccles. 1:1-3, 17) his first point is that ‘the righteous and the wise and what they
do are in God’s hands’, and the righteous and the wicked share a common end
in joining the dead (9:1-3 NIV). The king, who was responsible for fair judgement
in his court and in those of his officials in Israel, also knew that delayed enacting
of a wrongdoer’s sentence could result in the wicked committing many crimes
and living long (8:11-12; cp. 5:8). Yet Solomon was confident that ‘it will go better
with those who fear God, who are reverent before God.” His faith in God, and his
knowledge of life ‘under heaven’, made him sure that God would, with fair
judgement, reward those who endeavoured to keep the Law, and punish the Law-
breaker. The wise Teacher closes this Spirit-breathed book: ‘For God will bring
every deed into judgement ... every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil’
(12:14).

Believers in our Lord Jesus, however, should reflect on the judgement
entrusted to our Saviour (John 5:22-30). We are freed from the penalty of sins
because He bore our punishment, and are given eternal life. We can look forward
to the great day of reward at the judgement seat of Christ, but remember that we
shall each receive what is due for things done, whether good or bad (2 Cor. 5:10);
and give account to God before His judgement seat (Rom. 14:10-12).

Contrasts: What the righteous and wise know, and what the wicked know The
king who showed such humility before God, and understanding of his subjects,
in his prayer (1 Kin. 8:27-30,33,38-43) would realise that he could be loved or
respected by his people for prosperity and safety, and wise rule (1 Kin. 4:20,29-
31; 11:8-9). He could expect resentment from some at least among nations that
were made to send tribute, though others may have valued his protection and
some degree of prosperity. The wicked, however, might have pleasure either in a
pretence of taking offerings to ‘the holy place’ (Eccles. 8:10), e.g. Gibeon, or in
worshipping false gods in some of the ‘high places’ (1 Kin. 3:2-4) and enjoy the
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praise of the undiscerning for doing this. None of those would know the day of
his death, but while the family of the wicked might inherit little, or squander what
they got (Eccles. 5:13-14), the righteous could trust in God securing a good
inheritance to their successors (Prov. 13:22)—a far greater hope (Eccles. 9:4).

Those today, however, who have heard and responded to the gospel of Christ
Jesus, and the call to discipleship and service in churches of God, have a hope
also founded on the word of God, but with the blessings of the New Covenant
that belong to those who have trusted in Him and serve the eternal King.

Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: Solomon’s writings remind us of whatthe Lord Jesus said in His
sermon on the mount, ‘He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good and
sends rain on the just and the unjust’ (Mat. 5:45 NKJV). Yet we read in Zechariah
14:17 ‘... whichever of the families of the earth do not come up to Jerusalem to
worship the King, the Lord of hosts, on them there will be no rain’. This is during
the millennium reign of Christ who will rule the earth for 1000 years with
righteousness and justice, a perfect global order of rule.

In his observations of humanity Solomon concluded ‘all things come alike to
all” (Eccles. 9:2). All peoples experience the same alike, both evil and good on
earth and that eventually they will die, “... and itis appointed for men to die once,
but after this the judgement (Heb. 9:27). He also says that after that they know
nothing (Eccles. 9:5-6). Also, their love, their hatred, and their envy have now
perished. Thus we conclude, that earthly experiences of life finish at death.

In the dispensation of grace, the believer on our Lord Jesus goes to be with
Christ (see Phil. 1:23). The apostle Paul’s desire, and ours, is a living reality and
joy in His presence. The parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16) shows in
death there is awareness, communication, the effect of the five human senses and
the continual intellect of the mind and emotions. The rich man had a concern for
his brothers we would conclude out of love for them. Maybe Solomon did not
have full understanding of death and certainly not the understanding of the
mystery hid since the world began (cp. Rom. 16:25).

The illustration that King Solomon used the poor wise man (Eccles. 9:14-15)
makes us think of the Lord Jesus Christ coming to this earth. ‘Though He was rich,
yet for your sakes He became poor’ (2 Cor. 8:9). He was the personification and
the very source of all wisdom and yet He was rejected, scorned and set aside by
the world. His wisdom despised and His words not heard (Eccles. 9:16). The great
king could be represented by Satan who mustered all his evil resources to besiege
and eradicate the poor wise man (the Lord Jesus) and the little city (little flock).
Nevertheless, the wisdom of the poor wise man delivered the city (v.15). He was
forgotten and his words despised. How thankful are we to be able to walk daily
with our Lord Jesus feeding on the Word and to keep the Remembrance of Him
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each Lord’s Day, while the world has forgotten or never heeded His words, and
even more so in these darkening days of ungodliness.

Just as the poor wise man delivered the little city, our Lord Jesus delivered us
from the power of darkness and translated us into the into the kingdom of the Son
of His love (Col. 1:13) that we through His poverty might become rich (2 Cor.
8:9). What a lovely illustration Solomon used, unwittingly, of the coming Messiah.
What a tender comparison to our loving Saviour in the poor wise man!
[Comment 2]. Ron Busby

From Mount Forest: A proper balance between present opportunities and eternity
beyond is expressed in the Lord’s words, ‘We must work the works of Him who
sent me while it is day; night is coming, when no one can work’ (John 9:4 ESV).
It is good to remember wise Solomon did not restrict himself to building his own
palace but focused on temple building, to fulfil the revealed will of God (1 Kin.
4:29-34; 7:1; 8:12-21). Yet the appeal of 1 Kings 8:54-59 may seem distant from
this chapter in Ecclesiastes, since life here seems unfair; at best its pleasures
appear ephemeral, and the grave puts an end to opportunity for good. The almost
tongue-in-cheek advice is given to enjoy vyourself properly whenever
circumstances permit, for God approves this (Eccles. 9:7-10). Yet still there are
overtones of frustration with the apparent randomness of favourable and
unfavourable outcomes, whether one is wise or not, good or bad (9:2,11-12).

It is necessary, therefore, to note the perspective of the writer who is focusing
here mainly on the natural man, and the mortality of the body. Inevitably Sheol
hovers over everything. Death is not presented as the start of a new phase of
potential blessing, but as the end-point of the ability to experience enjoyment in
the mortal body, and decaying tissue ceases then to have the capacity for wisdom
and discernment (9:10). Death is more than whether or not the person is still
breathing, or even if the beating of the heart or brain activity is no longer evident.
Scripture reveals the key issue is the presence or absence of the human spirit
(James 2:26 and cf. Eccles.12:7), and the loss of the latter reveals also the eternal
soul is far more important than the temporary mortal body. It is evident from Luke
16:25-31 that Solomon’s argument here (Eccles. 9:5) does not tell the whole story,
for the rich man had memories of the past and awareness of current affliction, and
Lazarus was enjoying ongoing blessing—all matters that extend beyond the
‘under the sun’ arbitrary limitation that Solomon voices in his monologue.

Solomon’s apparently pragmatic argument here regarding randomness of
outcomes would seem to call into question promises like Psalm 37:25. And 1
Corinthians 10:13 and Hebrews 11:35-38 indeed indicate that bad (harmful)
things may happen to good people, epitomized in the case of the Lord Jesus. But
the Psalmist was making a broad statement of principle, not preaching a
‘prosperity gospel’. 1 Timothy 4:8; 6:17-19 and James 1:12 provide a relevant
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context, and one that accords well with the whole message of Psalm 37 and
Solomon’s writing elsewhere (e.g. Prov. 24:12). Why then does Solomon not
extend his pragmatism here to include life beyond the grave? Is its intent at this
point that we trace his fruitless search down every avenue and endorse his
conclusions: the vanity of living only for present experiences, and thus the need
to seek more than that? His conclusion in Ecclesiastes 12:14 is more forceful when
made after full account is taken of the limitations of mortal man, whether wise or
unwise, sinner or saint (Eccles. 9:2). Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: Contrast between life and death ‘I call heaven and earth to
record this day against you, that | have set before you life and death, blessing and
cursing: therefore choose life, that both thou and thy seed may live’ (Deut. 30:19
KIV).

In Proverbs 12:28 it is written ‘In the way of righteousness is life; and in the
pathway thereof is no death’. ‘For none of us liveth to himself and no man dieth
to himself (Rom. 14:7).

‘For we walk by faith not by sight’ (2 Cor. 5:7). Jesus said in John 17:25 in His
prayer, ‘the world has not known thee, but | have known thee and these have
known that thou hast sent me’.

In heaven God ‘shall wipe away all tears from their eyes: and there shall be
no more death, neither sorrow nor crying, neither shall there by any more pain:
for the former things are passed away’ (Rev21:4).

To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven:
A time to be born, and a time to die’ (Eccles. 3:1-2). S. ). M. Edward

From Surulere: Contrast between life and death The perceptive words of the
Proverbs resonate powerfully: ‘Keep your heart with all diligence, for out of it
spring the issues of life’ (Prov. 4:23 NKJV). A permissible rider, perhaps, is to add:
‘... and also the issues of death’. As the silken gossamer strand of life courses
through all humanity, it is often suffused by the web of darkness cast by the pall
of death: ‘... and release those who through fear of death were all their lifetime
subject to bondage’ (Heb. 2:15).

The fated lot of mankind, enhanced distressingly by the unheralded and
inglorious entrance of sin in Eden, is the puzzling duality of the perverse symbiosis
between life and death: ‘Man who is born of woman, is of few days and full of
trouble. He comes forth like a flower and fades away; he flees like a shadow and
does not continue’ (Job 14:1-2). Of a truth, ‘In the midst of life, we are in death’.
The hymn’s question is poignant indeed: ‘Peace, perfect peace, death shadows us
and ours?’
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Both the scented and bloodied folklores and history of civilizations, unveils
both a morbid and sacred fascination with the issues of life and death. All a man’s
achievements appear to do is provoke the envy of his neighbour (Eccles. 4:4), but
there is an inexorable exercise to probe the reaches of that innate reality of a truth
extending beyond his mortality: ‘He has made everything beautiful in in its time.
Also, He has put eternity in their hearts, except that no one can find out the work
that God does from beginning to end’ (Eccles. 3:11).

It is this ineluctable longing and striving that often steers mortals in the
unwholesome pursuit of meaning and control of issues of life and death: ‘Truly,
this only 1 have found: That God made man upright, but they have sought out
many schemes’ (Eccles. 7:29) And these many schemes dotted with satanic
deceptions have ensnared many in Satan’s so called, deep secrets (Rev. 2:24).

A life unhallowed and unsweetened by the gracious Holy Spirit, will be like a
rudderless ship drifting through the perilous sea of life. Only by a personal
relationship with Jesus Christ of whom it was declared: ‘In Him was Life, and the
Life was the Light of men’ (John 1:4), can one put in proper perspective the
evolving issues of life and death. Our Lord Jesus Christ did not only bring ‘life and
immortality to light through the Gospel” (2 Tim. 1:10), He came: ‘that they may
have life, and that they may have it more abundantly’ (John 10:10).

How reinvigorating it is to know, that the One who brought life and
immortality to light also abolished death. He delivered those who through fear of
death were enslaved all their lives. We can rest secure in our Lord who is the
Master of life and death and understands all its intricacies: ‘Il am He who lives,
and was dead, and behold | am alive forevermore. And | hold the keys of Hades
and of Death (Rev. 1:18). Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: Ecclesiastes begins with telling us that something happens to
all individuals and that something is death. Generations come up, have their time
on earth, and then they are no more. In life we work and excel at what we do, we
plan and learn and our wisdom from God grows. All our experiences die with us.
We may have loved, hated and envied, but in death it is all done. No more
interactions having an effect on this world because death is a door to another
place. We are forgotten and so is what we have done, according to Ecclesiastes
9:5-6. According to verse 3 all mankind have hearts that are full of evil and
madness. Verses 1 & 2 also tell us that we really don’t understand things that
happen in life unless we experience them ourselves. We can’t always relate to
things that the previous generation tells us about. We have to have our own
successes and blunders.

Each new generation is confronted by sin and what to do about it. Either come
to the Saviour or bear your own iniquity. We’re always one generation away from
being the last generation of believers. It is the Lord that calls and sends out His
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missionaries and others to carry His Word to souls blinded to their own dilemma
of wickedness (see 2 Cor. 4:4). Also, Ephesians 2 points out that once we were
dead in our trespasses and sins and lived like everyone in the world, feeding our
hungry senses with ungodly pleasures. We objected to hearing we were sinners.
But thank God for John 6: 44. This portion tells us that when we are saved the
Father drew us to Him. Hosea 11:4 tells us they are cords of love that drew us to
Jesus. When we are young, we start to make life choices and plans. But
Ecclesiastes 9:11-12 says sometimes things don’t work out.

The race isn’t won by the fastest. The mighty might not win the battle, nor
bread come to the wise, but we have to have the attitude spoken of in James 4:13-
17, that says we, as Jesus’ disciples, should commit our days to the Lord and
knowing it is ‘if the Lord will ... - that should be our attitude. Verses 7-10 say we
should keep our garments white — keeping short accounts with our God, and we
are to let our heads lack no ointment — pray and read, attend church, and be a
positive Christian. We should live joyfully with our wife (if we are fortunate
enough to have one). We should be good workers, doing so with all our might.
Verse 9 calls our lives ‘vanity” and rightly so, like the old man mentioned in verse
15. Through his knowledge a city was helped. We are God’s helpers and should
show His love and mercy to others. C.T. Studd said ‘Only one life, will soon be
past, only what's done for Christ will last.’ Rodger Lefevre

COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven): In the context of ‘things that are done under the sun’ (v.6), the
Hebrew word ratsah translated ‘accepted’ (v.7), can carry the thought of
repayment of a debt. We could take this to mean that God had already accepted
that by the sweat of his face Adam would spend his life paying his (unrepayable)
debt to the earth—which debt he incurred because of his sin: “‘Cursed is the
ground for your sake; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life...In the sweat
of your face you shall eat bread till you return to the ground...for dust you are,
and to dust you shall return” (Gen. 3:17-19 NKJV). It could be argued that the
‘works’ of the labouring man, which God has ‘already accepted’, have to do with
man’s ongoing debt to the sin-cursed earth, because that is man’s ‘portion in this
life’ (v. 9). (Alternatively, the discussion of verses 24-26 in chapter 2 by some
papers in February’s issue, may help us form a more complete answer to this
question).

The constraints imposed by God in Genesis 3 on spiritually bankrupt mankind,
will not be lifted until the second advent of this world’s rightful King, who on the
cross paid our debt in full (to God and to the earth) by becoming ‘a curse for us’
(Gal. 3:13).

‘Upon a life | could not live,
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Upon a death | could not die;
Another’s life another’s death,
| stake my whole eternity.” (Horatius Bonar)

Following on from His travail on the cross, the munificent rule and
authoritative presence on earth of our Lord Jesus Christ will bring about such
deep-seated changes, that the whole creation will respond with joy: corn will
grow on the mountain tops (Ps. 72) and in the prophetic, poetic language of Isaiah:
‘the trees of the wood shall clap their hands’ and the very nature of the animal
creation will be changed: ‘the wolf will lie down with the lamb ..." (Is. 55:12 &
11:6-9). Such are the blessings our generous, all loving God has in store for this

world. JJ.
2. (Melbourne): It is good to see a clear gospel illustration incorporating the last
six verses of this chapter in Ecclesiastes. R.B.F.
Feature

THE HOUSE OF GOD IN MATTHEW, MARK, LUKE & JOHN (1)

Introduction (1)

Before we examine our subject as recorded by the four Gospel writers, it might
be helpful to draw a pen-picture of each one, as a reminder of their varied
background and their credentials as first-hand witnesses of the importance that
the Lord Jesus attached to His Father’s house on earth.

Matthew: We know little of Matthew’s family background, other than that he was
Jewish. His father’s name ‘Alphaeus’ is of Hebrew origin, though Greek in form.
This throws light on the name ‘Matthew’, which means ‘gift of Jah’. He is also
called ‘Levi’, signifying ‘being joined’. He may have had a close relative among
the disciples, called James, who is spoken of also as a son of Alphaeus, to be
differentiated from James the brother of John. It would seem unlikely they were
brothers though, as James and John and Peter and Andrew are identified as two
sets of brothers in the Scriptures.

Matthew’s gospel is principally for the Jews and focuses on Christ as King.
Most likely it would have been written between AD 58-68. His call to ‘full-time
service’ for the Lord took place while he was on official business at his tax office,
most probably located somewhere on the roadside near his home residence. The
Lord was readily invited by him to share a meal at his home along with business
colleagues and others who were looked upon as ‘sinners’ by those who were self-
righteous (Mat. 10:3; 2:2; 27:37; 9:9-13; Mark 2:14-17; Luke 5:27-32; see also
Gen. 29:34 RV).
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Mark: His gospel account was written, it is generally thought, in the AD 60’s. He
is first brought to our attention in his penmanship, although not identifying himself
by name, as a seemingly well-known young man who was a familiar face to the
disciple group, having followed them into the garden of Gethsemane with the
Lord Jesus. He was manhandled by the posse of temple guards but, through fright
and self-preservation, cleverly and desperately managed to evade capture, though
he had his clothing torn off him in the process. Ultimately all the disciples, like
Mark, fled from that scene, leaving the Lord Jesus on His own to face his captors
(Mark 14:51-52; Mat. 26:56b).

The next time we come across his name is when he is at home with his mother
Mary and we are informed by Luke his Christian name is John. He is present at a
special prayer meeting held there, when a large number of the congregation of
the church of God in Jerusalem were fervently praying for Peter the apostle, who
had been imprisoned by Herod the king. Everything pointed to the probability of
Peter being executed the next day on the king’s orders as a result of his stand for
Christ (Acts 12:1-5,12).

Further on in the book of the Acts, Mark was invited by Barnabas and Saul to
join them as a gospel worker and helper to the two evangelists in the expansion
of God’s kingdom. After some early problems in this role, he returned home, later
rejoining Barnabas, to whom he was related. He could well have been a fellow-
prisoner with Paul who warmly commended him when writing to others. Mark'’s
gospel focuses on the Lord Jesus as the perfect Servant and the apostle Peter would
be the person most likely to more fully inform Mark, by mouth and pen, of events
and sayings that took place in the earthly sojourn of the Saviour (Acts 12:25; 13:5,
13; 15:38-39; Col. 4:10-11; 2 Tim. 4:11).

Luke is another historian chosen by Spirit of God, who chronicled one of the four
‘Gospels’, and also the book of the ‘Acts of the Apostles’, more accurately referred
to as ‘Acts of the Holy Spirit’. The dates of both manuscripts are generally
considered to be the early AD 60’s. He was a medical man of note and
interestingly, recorded extensively the circumstances surrounding the birth of the
Saviour. He was a prolific author who presented the Saviour as the perfect Man,
and proved to be a faithful companion and co-worker with the apostle Paul: above
all, he was a lover of Christ.

James, the Lord’s brother (not James the brother of John), who appears to carry
the chairmanship role of a ‘crisis’ meeting of the apostles and elders in Jerusalem,
may well have been the apostle to relate so much of the Lord’s life to him, though
we cannot be certain of that (2 Pet. 1:21; Luke 1:26-56; 2:1-20; Col. 4:14; 2 Tim.
4:11a; Philem. 24; Acts 15:13-21).

John the apostle, in five books of his penmanship, ‘John’s Gospel’, the three
epistles and ‘Revelation’, written around AD 90, under the direction and guidance
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of the Holy Spirit, introduces us wonderfully to the Eternal Sonship of the person
of Christ and His intense interest in those who belong to Him (John 1:1-18; Rev.
1:4-8,13-18 et al).

John in his writing, particularly in his gospel, strikes the reader as a man of
action and devotion, responding rapidly with his brother James to the Lord’s call
to service. He was a fearless warrior of faith, but on the odd occasion had a wrong
insight on situations. Unhesitatingly, he chided a man who was casting out
demons in the Lord’s name and, on another occasion, called for divine judgement
on the people of a Samaritan village who did not respond as he and his brother
thought they should have. On both instances the siblings were rebuked by the
Lord for their reactions, as there were good underlying reasons for what took
place. There was no shortage of desire either to claim the closest place beside the
Lord Jesus in His future reign, fully expecting Him to grant their wish (cp. Acts 4:
13,18-20; Mat. 4:21-22; Mark 9:38; Luke 9:51-56; Mark 10:35-39).

On the other hand, we cannot fail to be impressed by his openness of love for
the Lord Jesus, just wanting to be as close to his master and mentor physically, as
he was emotionally; his appearing at the foot of the cross to tragically witness the
crucifixion of his Saviour in dying agony, yet in undying love; in providing a home
for the Lord’s widowed mother without a second thought. No wonder he was the
apostle to whom was revealed so much of the present and future glory of the Son
of God’s love (John 13:23-25; 19:25-27; Rev. 1:13-18; 5:6-14).

Introduction (2)
The Earliest Mention of the House of God (the temple) in the Gospels

The Lord’s circumcision took place on the eighth day of his human life as a baby
born into this world, and on the fulfilment of His mother’s thirty-three days of
purification according to the divine law, both Mary and Joseph with their newborn
came to Jerusalem to the temple, God’s dwelling place on earth. There they
presented Him to the Lord and offered a sacrifice of thanksgiving. What a
wonderful moment that was, when He, Jesus the Saviour, was held and heralded
in the arms of a godly old man; then the sweet, strong voice of a very old and
saintly widow gave praise, to the glory of God in the presence of gathered
worshippers (Lev. 12:3-4,6,8; Luke 2:21-38).

The most important annual event in the Lord’s family life, was to make the
journey to the temple in Jerusalem, which took place at the time of the Feast of
the Passover in Israel’s calendar. When He was twelve years of age, and the time
arrived for the homeward trip, the Lord remained behind, attending the temple
over three days, asking and answering questions to the amazement of doctors of
the law, and declaring to His parents when they found Him — ‘I must be in the
things of my Father” (Luke 2: 41-49).

(to be continued) R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Introducing

. | The Ointment of the Perfumer; The Spirit of the Ruler;
The Words of the Wise; The Labour of Fools

From Study Groups

Leadership, Wisdom and Figures of Speech
(Ecclesiastes 10)

Feature
The House of God in

Matthew, Mark, Luke & John (2)

i

He who quarries stones is hurt by them,
and he who splits logs is endangered by them.

Eccles. 10:9 ESV




From Study Groups . . .

LEADERSHIP, WISDOM AND FIGURES OF SPEECH (ECCLESIASTES 10)

From Buckhaven: There is a dread event that all leaders wish to avoid — none
wishes their credibility to be torn to shreds. Solomon no doubt touches on this
kind of circumstance in his observation that ‘a little folly’ outweighs ‘him that is
valued for wisdom’ (Eccles. 10:1 RVM) [Comment 1]. Perhaps Solomon reveals a
kingly awareness that having an exalted position brings with it a parallel risk of
failure; bearing rule unworthily, for, ‘he that cleaveth wood is endangered
thereby’ (v.9). This awareness could also be applied to Christian teachers, for, says
James, ‘we shall receive heavier judgement’ (James 3:1).

In an age when kingdoms passed from father to son an abrupt word of caution
is sounded here, ‘Woe to thee, O land, when thy king is a child’ (Eccles. 10:16).
Whether this means an actual child, an adolescent or a servant — this obvious
inexperience and implied lack of wisdom causes major disadvantage to the
people of the land under his rule. On the other hand, when a king is ‘the son of
nobles’ (a free man RVM v.17 — implying a ruler with suitable experience and
sound judgement) life should fare far better for people to be under such rule.

In the churches of God today, in which overseers have responsibility of rule
and care in relation to gathered saints, there is a parallel. Of all the considerations
in appointing an overseer, Paul’s clear warning to Timothy was to avoid
appointing a ‘novice’ (1 Tim. 3:6). Be it in secular spheres or in matters relating
to the God'’s flock, the behaviour of leaders always has a big influence on the
people being led. James Johnson

From Cromer: Youth and age Solomon had the experience to observe in his long
and prosperous reign the characteristics of his subjects. Generalisations can be
odious, but he had seen that young men could be impetuous, hence he wrote
‘Woe to you, O land, when your king s a child’ (v.16 ESV). There was an example
of this at the end of his reign, when his son Rehoboam had the opportunity to be
king over all Israel. He rejected the advice of the old men, who advised him to
deal gently with the people, and instead took the advice of the young men he had
grown up with. He ‘answered the people harshly, and forsaking the counsel that
the old men had given him, he spoke to them according to the counsel of the
young men, saying, "My father made your yoke heavy, but! will add to your yoke.
My father disciplined you with whips, but | will discipline you with scorpions.””
(1 Kin. 12:13-14). This resulted in a permanent split in the kingdom, when the
northern ten tribes called Jeroboam to be king over them.

However, Scripture makes clear that youth is not a disqualification; its energy
can be an asset and an example. Paul wrote to Timothy ‘Let no one despise you
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Introducing . . .

October

THE OINTMENT OF THE PERFUMER; THE SPIRIT OF THE
RULER; THE WORDS OF THE WISE; THE LABOUR OF

FOOLS

Human life is to be full of energy and

activity when health permits, but what
is produced, so often by hard work
and dedication, as is the profession of
the person who is preparing fragrant
perfumes, can be quickly dissipated
by carelessness and lack of awareness
of what can go wrong. The perfumer’s
work of creating a combination of
products that will emit a fragrance in
the atmosphere may soon turn fetid if
invaded by insects, which meet their
end by the material to which they
have been attracted.

The lesson Solomon gives from this
is the need to exercise caution from
behaving unwisely, that will ensure
we do not leave a stain on our
character (Eccles. 10:1).

When someone who occupies a
higher position of responsibility than
ourselves, in whatever environment
that may be, suddenly and
unexpectedly displays an attitude of
animosity towards us what should our
response be?

The attitude of dealing with the
matter prayerfully and graciously,
rather than reacting, is how the Lord
Himself attended to human adversity,
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and silenced His accusers (v. 4; 1 Pet.
2:18-23; cp. Mat. 27:11-14; Mark
14:60-62; Luke 23:1-4; John 18:19-
23).

Similar to the above, thoughtful
words hit the mark, making an impact
that will be beneficial to the hearer,
whereas  boastful and  self-
congratulatory remarks can easily
bring about a swift switch to the off-
button of the listener/s (Eccles. 10:12).

For labour of any kind, there has to
be a measure at least of preparation
and, of necessity, a plan of action
rather than just rushing into a project
thoughtlessly, else the whole exercise
may end up as futile. Knowing what
one is doing is fundamental and
haphazardness should be avoided at
all costs, otherwise nothing lasting is
achieved (v.15).

There are a number of figures of
speech clearly seen in this chapter,
not least the force of the metaphor
found in the last verse, describing the
effect on ourselves of critical or
envious thoughts or words against
those in situations differing from
ourselves. R.B.F.



for your youth, but set the believers an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in
faith, in purity’ (1 Tim. 4:12).

What about verse 172 Is this an endorsement of primogeniture and the House
of Lords? Scripture does not legislate for secular matters, but it can be applied to
spiritual things [Comment 2]. [See also Mount Forest’s final paragraph comments
on verse 17—/.J.]. The continuance of ‘the Faith” depends on passing the baton to
successors who have learned from those who have gone before, as Paul wrote to
Timothy later on: ‘what you have heard from me in the presence of many
witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others also’ (2 Tim.
2:2).

A little bird has told me This phrase is described by Wiktionary as ‘idiomatic,
chiefly humorous’ and put more formally as ‘I received the information from a
source which | am not prepared to disclose’. It may refer to confidential or
speculative things which are best left unsaid, as they will taint the person who
says them [this statement could fall into a number of figures of speech—Eds].
Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: Lessons for our community of churches drawn from immature or
experienced leadership (Eccles. 10:16-17) In times when monarchy was the norm
for nations in the Middle East, kings would prepare successors for government
with advice and training. In Israel, we note the example of rule by the priesthood
in sacred matters and application of God'’s law for His people. The king was
required to write for himself a copy of the law, and to read from it daily ‘... that
he may learn to revere the LORD his God and follow carefully ... these decrees’
(Deut. 17:19 NIV). Practical training and wise attention to the Lord’s word
through His prophet is seen in Ahab’s use of the young princes to begin battle (1
Kin. 20:13-21).

The nation would suffer heavily if the ruler fell away from such standards, or
if a servant who gained the throne did not show reverence for God and respect
for His Book, since royal officials would reflect the same character, and the law
courts would soon be under the direction of the ex-servant king.

In churches of God today, responsible to express the truths of the New Covenant,
elders, preachers and teachers will give account to Jesus, the chief shepherd and
Son over God'’s house, at His judgement seat, for their endeavour, leading to due
reward (2 Cor. 5:9-10). All people, will stand and confess before God (Rom.
14:10-12; Heb. 9:27). Thus, servants of God the Father and our Lord Jesus can
show their love for their Redeemer, by winning souls for Him and application to
making disciples, teaching them to keep His commands, strengthened by our
Lord’s promise to be with us (Mat. 28:19-20). We have the example of the Lord
and His apostles to guide us, in wisdom and faithfulness to pass on what we can
of ‘the whole will of God’" (Acts 20:25-28; 28:30-31). So we may serve the
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Community of churches of God in the priestly work of the Remembrance, and the
loving care of the saints and their contacts, helped by the Holy Spirit of grace
(Heb. 10:19-22, 24-25; 13:15-16; 1 Pet. 2:4-5, 9-10).

Figures of speech in Ecclesiastes 10 - Verse 4—'... do not leave your post’ These
words portray someone avoiding sharp rebuke or the risk of punishment, probably
drawn from a battlefield position that should not be left unless there is no longer
any hope of defence. ‘If a ruler’s anger rises against you ...", however, is a literal
description of anger developing. ‘Calmness’ is also literal, but ‘... lays great errors
to rest’ is another metaphor that gives an effective picture of a disturbance being
subdued, like troubled waters becoming still.

Verse 20 It is wise not to revile a ruler even in our thoughts, since that can lead
to words or actions that incur danger. The imagery of ‘a bird of the air’ or ‘on the
wing’ reporting what is said, depicts vividly a message that rapidly goes beyond
our control. [‘curse not’ would surely apply to all our fellow human beings — see
Romans 12:14—Eds]. Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: Keen observers of human conduct will recognise the variability
of characteristics outlined by the Preacher who, from his vantage point of
authority, either as monarch or priest or judge, would have given audience to
many a counsellor or plaintiff on a litany of matters. Some might have come and
presented a compelling case and then virtually destroyed it by revealing an
ulterior motive, whether base or frivolous. He may well have received flattery and
offers of bribes to adjudicate in a particular way, or have been presented with
distorted arguments out of which a disentangled rationale is hard to find. So, folly
can come in many shapes, colours and guises, even masquerading as mature
advice. We think of Rehoboam and his choice as to whose advice to follow (2
Chron. 10), which produced the schism of Israel into the northern and southern
kingdoms, primarily because he took the advice of the younger men over the older
(v.8). Similarly, the young king, Joash, followed the guidance of his uncle Jehoiada
(2 Chron. 24:1-2) until after Jehoiada’s death he was swayed by the ‘princes of
Judah who came and paid homage to the king’ (v.17 ESV). Flattery, promise of
adulation, and, we can assume, the appeal of the sensuality behind the worship
of the Asherim all contributed to this fine king going down a very slippery slope
to his final ignominious death, assassinated on his own bed (v.25). Perhaps there
are modern counterparts.

Wherein is wisdom? Societies ruled by old persons are called gerontocracies,
and while age and experience are considered desirable, they are by no means
guaranteed to be effective in delivering wise rule. It lies in prudence, caution,
balance of points of view, and as the bedrock, the fear of God and His Word.
‘Without counsel plans fail, but with many advisers they succeed’ (Prov. 15;22) is
the oft-quoted principle, and must be adopted wherever possible. In our
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community of churches, wise heads must prevail in all matters, whether they be
young or old, and this depends on listening to the still, small voice of God'’s Spirit
directing decisions. Folly is never far away, and can appeal as an attractive
solution, perhaps most so, when itis a compromise to satisfy differing viewpoints.
Understanding of God ‘s Word should not be based on a compromise of views,
to ‘keep everyone (fairly) happy’.

The Preacher’s figures of speech are graphic, ‘dead flies’ causing the perfume
to stink, ‘a snake’s bite’ when digging in a wall or when the charmer’s ‘charm’
has been ineffective, and the unseemly picture of princes carousing in the
morning light! They all reveal a sorry state of affairs when rashness,
headstrongness, self-will and the like rule the decision process. The wisdom of
God is exemplified most perfectly and most wonderfully for our eternal benefit
when ‘this Jesus was delivered up according to the definite plan and
foreknowledge of God" (Acts 2:23). The Triune Godhead working in unison to
effect the redemption of man. True wisdom indeed. Roy Dickson

From Mount Forest: The proverbial guidance in this chapter continues a gathering
of illustrated individual truisms, but quality of rule may provide an overarching
background, and King Solomon’s experience is quite evident.

Some features are easily understood, but just why they are true is not
immediately obvious. For instance, the preference for the right hand (Eccles.10:2).
There we look for help in distress (e.g., Ps.16:8;,109:31;110:5). But why from the
right hand, and why does the left carry negative symbolism (e.g. Mat.25:41), seen
even in the English word ‘sinister’, as derived from Latin, meaning ‘on the left
side’? Jacob changed the proposed name of his son from Ben-oni to Benjamin
(Gen.35:18), the latter meaning son of the right hand, meaning a privileged place
of honour (epitomised in, for instance, Mark 12:36; Mat.26:64; Heb.1:13). Studies
have indicated up to 90% of people are right-handed, the hand they use most,
which may be their strongest. Is this factor what lies behind Ecclesiastes 10:2,
leading from strength? If so, shouldn’t that remind us of Hebrews 5:14 (RV),
regarding the phrase ‘by reason of use’, which is connected with wise perception
of good and evil? Skill results from practice, and this will be true of leadership
skills. Lack of perceptive skill by a ruler may be seen in Ecclesiastes10:4-7
[Comment 3].

Wise leaders exhibit good risk management, including planning the timing of
initiatives. Apparently mundane and discrete examples in this chapter may have
underlying application in leadership decisions. We must avoid undue
speculation, but the reference to digging pits, or destruction of walls or trees,
could be extended to depict attempts to remove ancient landmarks to create new
boundaries, or removal of those in authority (like trees standing higher than the
crowd). Likewise, sharpening the axe, evidences forethought; lacking it will
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prolong or make more difficult the task of destroying one thing to provide a better
alternative. Snake charming is usually an illusion; charmers may sometimes use
snakes no longer capable of damage (likely the case in Ex. 7:11, but see Ps. 58:4-
5 & Jer.8:17). However, the proverb is obvious; timing is everything! And relying
on a leader without necessary skill is pointless; much wisdom is required if one
intends to overthrow a ruler or realm, requiring much advance planning, and
realistic assessment of opposing strength and risks of attack and counterattack (cf.
Luke 14:31). Inappropriate verbal threats may just result in the unwise belligerent
‘eating his own words!” (Eccles. 10:12-14; 1 Kin. 20:10-11; Judg. 9:7-16).

We noted Ecclesiastes 10:16 applied to Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, when he
took the throne (2 Chron.10:8; 12:13), at 41 (but still as immature as a child or
adolescent). Note in Ecclesiastes 10:17 ‘son of may mean ‘having a likeness to’
(cf. Mat. 5:45; John 8:44), so a son of nobility may simply indicate a noble quality
in leadership, not necessarily a physical lineage. Nepotism does not typify rule in
churches of God; they need Spirit-appointed, insightful leaders, aware of local
needs of the flock (Tit. 1:5; Acts 14:23; 20:28), who can guard against divided
loyalties (1 Cor. 1:11-12; 3:1-8). Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: Chapter 10 of Ecclesiastes presents several observations
about folly and wisdom often in the form of proverbs or sayings. The writer
stresses the behaviour and consequences of the foolish and wise.

Folly undermines wisdom (v. 1). A small amount of foolishness can ruin a
person’s reputation just as a just as a few dead flies spoil fine perfume. Wisdom,
on the other hand, leads to right and proper decisions; folly leads to error. The
right decision often symbolises skilled strength; the wrong one weakens or
misjudges.

Fools show themselves quickly (v. 3). Their lack of wisdom is obvious in daily
life, revealing it by their words and behaviour. Wisdom can calm anger (v. 4).
Patience and wisdom defuse tension even with powerful people. Folly can be
seen in high places too (vv. 5-7). Fools are elevated and the wise or noble are
brought low. This reflects injustice or mismanagement in leadership.

Practical in work in verses 8-11

+ Digging a pit to trap others may present danger to the person arranging it (v.

+  Splitting logs or quarrying stones can backfire if not done wisely (v. 9).

+  Blunttools require more effort; wisdom brings success (v. 10).

* A snake charmer must act before the bite - timing matters (v. 11).

+ A wise person’s words are gracious but a fool’s speech leads to ruin. Fools
talk too much even about things they don’t understand. Their talk is aimless
and unproductive (vv. 12-14).
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*  Be careful what you say even in private because words can be reported and
cause trouble. S. J. M. Edward

From Surulere: Difference between immature and experienced leadership On the
matter of effective leadership, there is a confluence of divergent opinions as to
what the qualifying criteria should be. Are men born with innate leadership skills
which only requires nurturing to flourish or is experienced leadership the
inevitable by-product of a stringent, spartan like training? In some cultures, there
is a predilection towards age as the foremost catalyst for determining effective
leadership. As such, gerontocracy is adored. Others retort that: ‘the wisdom of
Solomon had nothing to do with the age of Methuselah’. The truth, perhaps, lies
somewhere in the middle.

Scripture is unequivocal in its affirmation that neither is experienced
leadership the exclusive preserve of the old nor is immaturity a hallmark of youth.
The first stirring example of the latter is the life of the young man Joseph of whom
Pharaoh declared: ‘Inasmuch as God has shown you all this, there is no one as
discerning and wise as you. You shall be over my house, and all my people shall
be ruled according to your word; only in regard to the throne will | be greater than
you’ (Gen. 41:39-40 NKJV). The young man Daniel had this testimony concerning
him: ‘There is a man in your kingdom in whom is the Spirit of the Holy God. And
in the days of your father, light and understanding and wisdom, like the wisdom
of the gods were found in him’ (Dan. 5:11) [Comment 4].

The fundamental truth of leadership amongst the people of God is that which
was enunciated by the young king Solomon at the dawn of his reign: ‘Now give
me wisdom and knowledge, that | may go out and come in before this people; for
who can judge this great people of Yours?’ (2 Chron. 1:10). As ever, itis God who
is the God of the house of God and the God of the kingdom of God. He gives the
wisdom that is from above to all who sincerely and earnestly asks Him: ‘If anyone
lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally and without reproach,
and it will be given to Him’ (James 1:5).

The tragedy described in verse 16 is not necessarily that of a king being a child
or a servant; it was rather that of a childish, immature king. Knowledge of the
word of God has the purifying and hallowing effect of enduing one with the
wisdom requisite for leadership. The young man Timothy is a good example (2
Tim. 3:15; 1 Tim. 4:12).

Today, leadership in several Christian denominations is predicated on
leadership skills and strategies taught in the scented halls of prestigious business
schools. Learnt techniques are dressed in the garb of heavenly wisdom and
revelation [Comment 5].
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There is real joy for us who know that we are nobles, having been bought with
the precious blood of the Lord who has made us leaders of His churches (Acts
20:28). Aswe work in sync with the Spirit of God, our maturity will be determined
by how well we follow the Chief Shepherd and Bishop of our souls (1 Pet.2:25).

Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: We had a look in verses 16 and 17 in our study group to see
what it said about a novice leader versus one that has experienced a bit more of
life. Money can’t buy experience and people need time to grow. Ecclesiastes
10:16 says woe to the nation who has a servant or ‘boy’ as a king. The Hebrew
word is nyar, which means a boy or young teen. It would be inappropriate to let
such a one be a guide and counsellor to adults in a church setting. Even with an
early maturity one needs time to grow and develop a better understanding of
relationships and people. Galatians 4:1 says that an heir, so long as he is a child,
differs nothing from a servant though he is lord of all (RV). The child needs
tutelage.

An older person, in their late teens and twenties, in Hebrew is bachore. In
World War Two, young men of this age took on command roles if they were
officers. The head officers, made famous by the movie ‘The Great Escape,” were
all young men in their twenties, so men of this age group can be expected to grow
into leadership roles quickly as need arises. It is essential that our churches are
fostering a desire to know our Saviour more, to learn about our Lord Jesus, to read
His word daily, and to have opportunity for study. Young ladies need this as well,
since they have a large role in camp work, Sunday school and other opportunities
with various types of people. As wives, mothers, and single ladies, our women
need an environment described above too. They need to have a good
understanding of the various doctrines and teachings of God’s house. They should
be able to teach their own children and be growing in the Lord, praying and
talking to Him, sharing their thoughts with Him and hearing His responses.

1 Timothy 3 gives a list of what should be found in an overseer. He is to be
hospitable and apt to teach; he is not known as a drinker; won't take a bribe; rules
his own house, and has good self-control. He is not to be a novice and should
have a good reputation. This goes for deacons as well.

They should be supportive and encouraging with wisdom from God'’s word.
Wise words are found in verse 4 which says if a ruler rise up against you, leave
not your post. Calmness can lay great errors to rest. Naaman the Syrian comes to
mind. In verse 5 of 2 Kings, Naaman’s servants calmly talked Naaman into
carrying out the prophet’s instructions, and Naaman was healed.

With foolishness, one can find examples. Ananias and Sapphira lied to the
Holy Spirit and paid for it with their lives. Saul disobeyed the Lord. Nabal
disrespected David. We want to find out the best examples in the Scriptures, study
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them, and live our lives for our Saviour [see examples cited in Surulere’s paper—
Eds]. Rodger Lefevre

COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven): | think your summarising of the thought in verse 1 is sound but
that it is based on the main text. The RVM rendering is stronger than that. ‘Dead
flies cause the ointment of the perfumer to send forth a stinking savour: so doth a
little folly him that is valued for wisdom’ conveys the thought that the one
previously valued for his wisdom has not only lost that good reputation but has
become repugnant. P.D.

2. (Cromer): As you say, it would not appear to be a scriptural stipulation that
primogeniture should be followed in the case of a firstborn son. What this verse
does signify is that the preferred case for rule is where ‘throneship right’ passes to
a male member of a royal family who has been brought up, hopefully, with an
acute sense of responsibility. There is a hint of the exalted status of regal offspring,
as indicated in Psalm 45:9 (NIV), ‘daughters of kings are among your honoured
women’ R.B.F.

3. (Mount Forest): Yes: in a number of references to ‘the right hand’ there seems
to be an indication of prominence that is inferred but s it not simply a clear matter
of distinction between two separate entities? R.B.F.

Contrast between the right and left hands is a clear and simple and universal
illustration. If there had not settled into its word-pictures this instantly
recognisable illustration of contrasts the teaching points in Scripture about
contrast between good and evil, wisdom and foolishness, light and darkness etc
would not have been so clear. Here, in Ecclesiastes 10:1-3 Solomon wonders how
it could be that the little foolishness — so disproportionately damaging — could
have come in when the contrast between foolishness and wisdom is so obvious
and evident in inward and outward life. P.D.

4. (Surulere): This testimony refers to the still -evident wisdom of Daniel from his
youth as you say. You are not of course saying that Daniel is a young man when
the events of Daniel 5 take place. P.D.

5. (Surulere): In contrast to the autocratic style of leadership so often exhibited by
the rulers of this world, the Lord Jesus endorsed and perfectly modelled the
concept of ‘servant leadership” which He (‘the servant king’) clearly explained to
his disciples: ‘And He said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship
over them, and those who exercise authority over them are called ‘benefactors.’
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But not so among you; on the contrary, he who is greatest among you, let him be
as the younger, and he who governs as he who serves. For who is greater, he who
sits atthe table, or he who serves? Is it not he whossits at the table? Yet | am among
you as the One who serves”” (Luke 22:25-27 NKJV). The practical outworking of
this is seen in shepherd-hearted leaders whose primary objective is the welfare of
their flock, not their own self-importance. As you rightly point out, the examples
of exceptional young men who exhibited wise leadership, show that spiritual
maturity flows from a deep knowledge of and reverence for, the Word of God. /./.

Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN MATTHEW, MARK, LUKE & JOHN (2)

The House of God is to be a Place of Consecration and Commitment

Not long after the Lord Jesus’ public ministry began, having finished His work of
self-employment in the family business, at Passover time He made His way once
again to the Lord’s house, the temple in Jerusalem (John 2:13-17). Much to His
dismay He beheld the place of God’s choice having become a site of commercial
enterprise with no thought of its sanctity as God’s dwelling-place on earth in the
minds of the traders. Without a moment’s delay the Lord made a small whip,
cracking it to drive out the domestic animals, and then overturning the money
tables; at the same time announcing His Father’s house was not to be treated in
such a shambolic way.

All this chimed with the disciples’ bewilderment at the Lord’s sharp movement
and obvious deep concern for God’s house, vividly recalling to their minds the
words of one of David’s psalms, ‘For the zeal of thine house hath eaten me up;
and the reproaches of them that reproach thee are fallen upon me’. What was
David’s experience in this respect was multiplied in the life of the Son of God on
earth. How quick off the mark He was to tackle such serious irregularities, which
should never have been allowed to get to that stage (John 2:13-17; Ps. 69:9).

The Lord’s Citation of David and the House of God

When the Lord Jesus was approached by the Pharisees voicing their criticism and
passing their verdict of ‘illegality’ on the actions of the Lord’s disciples plucking
ears of corn on a sabbath day, He defended the disciples by referring to David
and his men being famished as a result of trying to evade their pursuers. They
were desperately seeking food and were directed by their leader to God’s
dwelling-place, where they partook of the shewbread that was reserved solely for
the priests (Mat. 12:1-8; Mark 2:23-28; Luke 6:1-5).

This shows the house of God to be a place where mercy and discernment is
to be found, as well as the offering of sacrifice, especially when there is a righteous
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cause at stake. This was the case with David and his men, who had despairingly
found themselves being unjustifiably hunted by Saul, David’s intensely jealous
father-in-law (1 Sam. 21:1-6; 22:9-15).

The House of God is to be a House of Prayer and Praise

The Lord’s humble entry into Jerusalem as the nation’s true king, nearing the time
of His ultimate destination, viz., the cross - and riding upon an ass accompanied
by her colt, had been prophesied by Zechariah five centuries before His coming
to earth. It was so different from the earthly pomp and pageantry displayed by
Roman emperors and army generals returning from some victorious battle
campaign. They proudly stood upon bedecked horse-drawn chariots, basking in
the acclaim of the exultant crowds by their triumphant hand-waving (Mat. 21:4-
7; Mark 2:7-11; Luke 19:35-40; John 12:13-15; Zech. 9:9).

The Lord was making His way not to a palace but to the temple, the house of
God in that day. He was appalled at what He saw. It had become a place of
merchandise and currency dealing /exchange; high-handed corruption was
everywhere. He took immediate and decisive action, overturning tables and
openly declaring God’s dwelling-place on earth, His house, was only ever meant
to be a place of prayer: but had become nothing less than a den of thieves.
Amazingly, while there in the temple, blind and lame people were brought to
Him and He willingly healed them. Children already present in the temple vocally
appreciated what He was doing and saying, much to the anger and jealousy of
the chief priests and scribes. After admonishing the critics by quoting Old
Testament scripture which was being fulfilled there and then, the Lord simply and
quietly left them (Mat. 21:12-17; Mark 11:15-18; Luke 19:45-46; Is. 56:7).

The house of God in a future day, when the Lord will personally reign over the
millennial earth, will still be a house of prayer for all peoples, and it should be
just that today. His house is always described as holy and beautiful, not with
excessive external adornment, but by reason of it being a place of prayer for all
humanity, including royal families and governments, and praise given that is
glorifying to His name (Is. 56:6-8; 1 Tim. 2:1-2; Is. 64:11).

The House of God: Neglected by Israel and Forsaken by God

To hear the sad and sorrowful words of the Lord Jesus, declaring in seven ‘Woes’
directed to the scribes and Pharisees, the ruling legislators and religious leaders
of Israel, that God’s house was no longer the prized location of privileged worship
and service to Him by His people of that day, as it was intended to always be,
where He was pleased to bless and dwell among them, is simply heart-rending. It
was ever meant to be the place of holiness and uprightness, but it certainly was
no longer that (Mat. 23:37-39; Luke 13:34-35; Mat. 23:13,15,16,23,25,27&29;
cp. Is. 64:11a; Jer. 12:7a; 22:5).
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Today the same applies in God'’s present dwelling-place among His people.
High standards of behaviour and true hearts that beat for God’s glory are required.
Faithfulness, so exquisitely exemplified in the life of the Lord Jesus towards God’s
house, showing all it meant to Him, is brought to our attention in God’s word. In
Hebrews chapter 3, Moses, the servant of the Lord and leader of Israel, is ranked
with distinction in that same attribute that is glorifying to our Saviour and Lord.
This enduring quality of commitment is likewise expected of us as God’s people
(1 Tim. 3:15; Heb. 3:1-2,5; 1 Cor. 4:2).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Introducing
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(Ecclesiastes 11)

Feature
The House of God in the Book of the Acts

He who observes the wind will not sow,

and he who regards the clouds will not reap.
Eccles. 11:4 ESV



Introducing . . .

GOD MAKES THE DIFFERENCE

There are a number of things
mentioned in Ecclesiastes 11 as being
things we do not know or understand.
These are (in the NIV) ‘what disaster
may come upon the land’ in verse 2,
‘the path of the wind’, and ‘how the
body is formed in a mother’s womb’
and ‘the work of God’ in verse 5 and,
referring to seed sown at various
times, ‘which will succeed’ in verse 6.

Nevertheless, despite our lack of
knowledge and understanding, we
have to labour here on earth in both
the natural and the spiritual spheres.
Left entirely to our own devices, and
leaning on our own understanding
(see Proverbs 3:5) - despite not having
it (1), we make what we can or will of
our labour. Since the focus in the
passage from Ecclesiastes 10:8to 11:6
has to do with our livelihood,
involving hard physical labour, there
is a natural caution highlighted. No
promise of accumulation from bread
upon the waters but at least we will
find it again (11:1) and will maybe
have portions for others in crop failure
times on the land (v. 2).

Careful watching of the wind and
acceptance of events that we cannot
control or rectify mean that we do not
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undertake sowing or reaping when it
definitely will be a waste of effort, (vv.
3-4) but we can’t actually guarantee to
know the path of the wind (v. 5).

But then there is God and that
makes all the difference. He does not
change the factors nor does He
enlighten us, but the sowing is done in
verse 6 with the expectancy and
confidence that is not there in verse 4.

Different kinds of toil would
happen in the evening, perhaps
sowing of the word of God in the heart
or childcare or wider family duties.
God the maker and doer of all things
(v. 5) will ensure that that those who
know and trust and obey Him will
certainly be able to point with
thankfulness to success in ‘morning’
or ‘evening’ labour, and perhaps both.

One thing we do know is that ‘God
will bring you to judgment’ (v. 9). This
is not about God making us pay in the
future for His goodness to us now, but
about the need as life progresses for
trust in Him to grow and for anger and
related negative emotions to be
removed from the heart. (v. 10).

P.D.



From Study Groups . . .

POSITIVE THINKING AND ADVICE FOR YOUNG DISCIPLES
(ECCLESIASTES 11)

From Buckhaven: The advice to ‘cast your bread on the surface of the waters, for
you will find it after many days’ (NASB 1978 Ryrie Study Bible), might refer to the
sowing of seed in an eastern agricultural setting. The sowing of rice seeds on the
surface of a watery paddy field would fit with ‘finding’ a resultant harvest after
many days. In the Songs of Ascents: “Those who sow in tears shall reap with joyful
shouting”’ (Ps. 126:5) [Comment 1].

The theme of sowing and reaping continues till a definite change of theme
from verse 7 onwards. The farmer does not know which batch of sowing will
prosper, or whether his evening and morning sowings will alike be good. An echo
of this is found in Paul’s missionary work. He knew the honour of being a savour
of Christ unto God: ‘of death unto death and life unto life” in going forth with the
gospel (2 Cor. 2:16). The preacher’s concern is the sowing of the seed. The
outcome is in God’s hands. The attitude and example of the apostle is worthy of
imitation and has been embraced by evangelists down the centuries.

The striking phrase, ‘The activity of God who makes all things’ (Eccles. 11:5),
conveys to our minds the vastness of God’s dealings with all his creatures and
with the entire world within the whole universe. In ancient Athens Paul spoke
about God appointing the ‘times and boundaries’ of nations — ‘that they should
seek God ... grope for Him and find Him though He is not far from each one of
us, for in Him we live and move and exist’ (Acts 17:28). That God should draw
sinners to Himself is cause for us to ponder: ‘The secret things belong to the LORD
our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever ..."” (Deut.
29:29). James Johnson

From Cromer: ‘Cast your bread upon the waters, for you will find it after many
days’ (Eccles. 1:1 ESV). This rather gnomic saying has elicited a wide variety of
interpretations, some not in keeping with the message of the book. Some
translations go beyond the function of translation to impose on the verse a
suggested meaning; e.g. ‘Send your grain across the seas, and in time, profits will
flow back to you (New Living Translation). Most commentators relate this to doing
good to others, but does it not most importantly apply to sowing the good seed of
the Word? Of course, Solomon did not know of the gospel of Christ, but the
sentence of verse 1 is of general application [see Comment 1].

Trust in God We do not know how God works, or what He intends to do, but
this does not lead to fatalism, but rather to trust in Him, whose plans are always
for our good. Scripture says ‘we know that for those who love God all things work
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together for good’ (Rom. 8:28). We should always avoid giving the impression
that Christians are dour and miserable. Verse 9 says ‘Rejoice, O young man, in
your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth'. As to attitude,
chapter 11 is on the side of the optimists; it says of the results of sowing that ‘both
alike may be good’. We are warned that carefree youth may invite judgement for
wrong choices. Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: Creation and the work of Cod superior to philosophies of men
(Eccles. 11:5) It has been noted before in our study that Solomon was observing
the lives and attitudes of people ‘under the sun’, with what they might learn from
the wisdom of this world, which could explain the dispiriting view, ‘Everything to
come is meaningless’ (11:7 NIV). The king, however, with God-given wisdom,
said the work of the Maker is beyond man’s partial understanding (v. 5), and warns
that all will give account to Him for their thoughts and actions (v. 9). This guides
us in understanding the account of the Maker’s work of creation in Genesis 1 and
2. We may observe in the seven days the remarkable order with which the Creator
built step by step towards an environment eminently suited for the man and
woman, to whom He gave responsibility to rule over the creatures of sea, air and
land (Gen. 1:26-28), with food for all that had the breath of life (v. 30).

Then came the planting of Eden, the first garden, and the focus is now on
special provision for the man and his wife, with more description of the trees, and
the significance of the two trees in the middle (2:8-9,16-17). This was moving
from physical life to amplifying man’s rule and occupation already stated as God’s
purpose (1:28; 2:15), along with all that is implied in His own image (1:26-28).
We are shown the moral realm of duty—distinctively here the pleasure and
rewards in delighting to do what is due to God. With obedience comes the
spiritual dimension of faith or trust in the Creator that He speaks truth, though
Adam (and later Eve) did not yet know anything of the evil that disobedience
would bring (2:16-17).

God'’s discernment is further expressed in saying, ‘It is not good for the man to
be alone’, and the lack of a suitable companion and helper had been
demonstrated in the description of Adam’s intellectual ability when the animals
and birds were brought to him ‘to see what he would name them’—language,
identifying, and memory involved. A wonderful ‘solution’ is then revealed, as
foreshadowed in 1:27-28: the first marital relationship, when a woman was made
in such a way that the man felt the close bond of ‘bone of my bones, flesh of my
flesh’, and God'’s purpose is declared: ‘... a man will ... be united to his wife, and
they will become one flesh’ (2:23-24). Our Lord Jesus quoted from these passages
upholding them as God’s design for marriage, and in dealing with departure from
it, said to His disciples, ‘Not everyone can accept this word ..." but ‘The one who
can accept this should accept it’ (Mat. 19:4-6,11-12).
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The alternative views of philosophers who are other than Christian about how
the universe came into existence, and about marriage, present many difficulties,
so we rather reflect on the love and truth of God shown in the outline above.

Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: Some interpret verse 1 of this chapter as giving to poor ‘... He
who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will
also reap bountifully ... for God loves a cheerful giver’ (2 Cor. 9:6-7 NKJV).

The Lord Jesus spoke to His disciples to provide for themselves money bags
which do not grow old and a treasure in the heavens which is imperishable
(Luke12:33). The parable of the sower’s expectation of reaping a good harvest
speaks to us of sowing the word of the gospel. The sower sows the seed and often
does not know tangible results.

Verse 6 encourages consistent sowing morning and evening and not to be
discouraged by little or no results - ... do not withhold your hand; for you do not
know which will prosper ..." for it is by faith that it is sown. That is the motivation
to continue in the spreading of the Word and leave the reaping to the Lord of the
harvest. We take encouragement from Ezekiel who became a visual aid to Israel
(see Ezek. 4:4-7) and Jeremiah who despite fierce opposition fulfilled his mission
to proclaim the word of God also to Israel (Jer. 1:17-19). Both these prophets
preached to an audience that would not listen, but they never gave up.

There is the story of an old white-haired man who use to give out tracts on
George Street, Sydney, Australia. He did this for 40 years even into his retirement.
While handing out a tract he would say, ‘Excuse me Sir/Madam, are you saved?
If you died tonight, are you going to heaven?” Some accepted the tract politely,
others ignored him, some got angry and even mocked him. Yet he continued
faithfully and never heard of any results. One day a pastor in London heard of one
then two and many more persons coming to know Christ through this little old
white-haired man. He made it his mission to go see him in Sydney, now frail and
in ill health, and shared with him those whom he had directed to search out Christ.
The number went into the hundreds, and yet he did not know that any of them
had been saved. He passed into the presence of the Lord two weeks after being
told the news. His motivation was that the Lord had marvellously saved him, and
he wanted to share this wonderful story of Jesus and his love with others.

The lesson is that we should persist when things look hopeless and keep
sowing the word of Christ with the promise ‘So shall My word be that goes forth
from My mouth; it shall not return to me void’ (of no effect). Let us take courage,
and despite the apathy, disregard, and even aggression against the word, let us
continue to sow the precious seed because His word will go forth to carry out the
purpose of our sovereign God to the glory of the Lord Jesus. Only heaven will
reveal the results. Ron Busby
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From Mount Forest: Ecclesiastes 11:5 varies in different Bible versions, because
the Hebrew ruach has varied meanings. It may be understood as the wind (e.g.,
RV, NASB), as is clearly meant in the preceding verse. Or it may mean the human
spirit, as in 3:21 (AV, ESV), or ‘breath of life’ (e.g. Gen. 7:15, and frequently
outwith Ecclesiastes). The conclusion of verse 5 surely suggests the use of ruach
here must point to complex and perhaps invisible matters not easily perceived.
That would apply to ‘the path of the wind’ (as in NIV), and to a baby’s physical
development during pregnancy (Ps. 139:13-16). Present day access to chaos math
(for meteorological calculations) and ultrasounds do not compromise Solomon’s
valid statements.

If the ESV: ‘the way the spirit comes to the bones in the womb’ is correct,
deeper spiritual questions emerge. We cannot see how and when such a ‘work
of God’ occurs, as we receive a human spirit and/or become a living soul. That is
a different order of divinely revealed reality, beyond physical scientific analysis
and metaphysical speculation.

Wise Solomon did not expand on these aspects involving God's everlasting
power and divinity (Prov. 3:19; Rom.1:20). Do we, like Adam when his dust was
fully formed, individually receive (at first breath?) a human spirit from our Maker
(a ‘Creationist’ view, responding to Eccles. 12:7 and 1 Thes. 5:23)? Or is that spirit
received as part of the process of physical conception through one’s parents,
almost genetically creating all living souls (the doctrine of ‘Traducianism’, which
some see in Romans 5:12,19)? [Comment 2]. Both views attempt complicated
support from Scripture and, as Solomon so correctly noted, encounter difficulty
in describing the ‘work of God" as it relates to the unborn. Complications arise as
the majority of conceptions seemingly do not resultin live births. Butwe do know
once a new living soul is in being, Scriptures such as Romans 3:9-12; Ephesians
2:1-3; 1 Corinthian 15:22 apply. Then the miraculous work of God in the
incarnation of the sinless Saviour adds to our wonder (see Heb.10:5; Luke 3,
23:46) [Comment 3].

Solomon’s brief conclusion is sufficient for these, and many more related and
difficult questions: ‘... you cannot understand the work of God, the Maker of all
things.” But certainly, the spiritual issues must be spiritually discerned (1 Cor.1:18-
21; 2:13-16).

Verses 9-10 appear in the broader context to be a further acknowledgment of
the vanity of this life ‘under the sun’. God will eventually judge our actions,
whatever has been our reaction to pleasure or suffering. Surely Solomon would
sense the urgency (Prov. 4:3-5) for a younger person to appreciate as soon as
possible the worthlessness of both self-righteous ascetism and moral laxity. The
moderation of Proverbs 30:8 is thus echoed here. 1 Timothy 4:6-16 provides a
sound approach to guiding youth in today’s societies, as much as in Paul’s day.
Acquisition of a deep knowledge of God’s word is the enabling requirement for 1
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Peter 3:15, while specific issues will require God-given wisdom appropriate for
each circumstance. Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: Both verses 9 and 10 highlight the importance of wisdom in
daily life. Effort alone is not enough. Wise preparation and caution are necessary
to perform physical labour and spiritual matters. Wisdom and knowledge help us
to work smarter, reduce self-harm, and lay the ground for a measure of enjoyment
and satisfaction.

Spiritually, being without wisdom, life becomes harder and more tiring.
Wisdom makes work effective A wise man takes time to sharpen his tools and
implements, both physical and mental. It is a prominent and successful advantage.
The most prominent Bible verse mentioning an axe is Matthew 3:10 which speaks
of judgement and the cutting down of unfruitful trees.

Abraham Lincoln said ‘Give me six hours to chop down a tree and | will spend
the first four sharpening the axe’. A dull axe will take longer and require more
strength to do the work; the axe needs to be sharpened. In the writer’s mind it is
sharp enough to do the task that God put before him. Martin Luther spent three
hours in prayer in order to be able to prepare himself for work to be done. Wisdom
encourages us to prepare ourselves through prayer, study of scriptures and
reliance on God'’s guidance to navigate life’s challenges and achieve spiritual
growth. Lack of wisdom and preparation can lead to struggle and setbacks,
affecting our walk before God.

In essence, Ecclesiastes 10:10 encourages that wisdom and skill are essential
for achieving success in practical tasks and in our spiritual journey. Nowadays
youth are going in for worldly things like mobile phones and cinemas instead of
spiritual deeds. They must give time and energy to God’s ways. If the axe is dull
and blunt more strength must be applied, but wisdom helps one to succeed. It
suggests that while brute force can achieve some results, employing skill and
wisdom gives greater success and efficiency. This is spiritually a call to cultivate
wisdom and discernment in all endeavours, rather than relying solely on effort or
natural talent. Young people must reduce the time spent on cell phones and
movies and utilize the time for prayer and Bible study. They must pray to God for
wisdom to be given to them like Solomon [Comment 4]. S. J. M. Edward

From Surulere: Biblical view of the creation and the sovereign work of God and
human philosophies A pervasive malaise which afflicts most presumed cultured
men of science and letters, is the assumed authenticity and infallibility of their
avowed views on creation; and the origins of mankind. In their powdered writings
and vaulting rhetoric, they enrobe themselves with the tainted garb of delusional
deity.
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It is apropos to repeat the divine query to quivering Job: ‘Who is this who
darkens counsel by words without knowledge? Now prepare yourself like a man;
I will question you, and you shall answer Me. Where were you when | laid the
foundations of the earth? Tell Me, if you have understanding. Who determined its
measurements? Surely you know! Or who stretched the line upon it. To what were
its foundation fastened? Or who laid its cornerstone, when the morning stars sang
together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy?’ (Job 38:2-7).

The towering volumes of acclaimed scholarly literature purportedly outlining
a humanistic worldview of creation, are only forts of folly. For indeed: ‘The fool
has said in his heart, ‘There is no God’ (Ps. 14:1). Itis this fundamental defect that
imperils every mellifluous disputation of philosophers and scientists. It is as if the
Divine Architect, from the outset, sought to silence the riotous and unhallowed
postulations of those leaning towards ‘what is falsely called knowledge’ by
asserting: ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’ (Gen. 1:1;1
Tim. 6:20).

It is an imperative take it or leave it divine verity; and not all the endless
examinations of fossils and carbon dating and space explorations geared towards
ascertaining the age of species, the planet or universe, will amount to anything.
One truth the bumbling friends of Job spoke, was that of Zophar: ‘Can you search
out the deep things of God? Can you find out the limits of the Almighty? They are
higher than heaven-what can you do? Deeper than Sheol - what can you know?’
(Job 11:7-9).

It is not within the ken or capacity of mortals to comprehend the robust
mysteries embedded within the seemingly ordinary activities, such as the path of
the wind or the growth of the bones in the womb of her who is with child (Eccles.
11:5). Any lingering perplexity or doubt is dispelled by an application of that
redoubtable tool, faith. For, ‘By faith we understand that the worlds were framed
by the word of God, so that the things which are seen were not made of things
which are visible’ (Heb. 11:3).

Joseph Addison was perceptive when he wrote: ‘The spacious firmament on
high, with all the blue ethereal sky, and spangled heavens, a shining frame, their
great Original proclaim, the unwearied sun from day to day, does its Creator’s
power display, and publishes to every land, the work of an Almighty hand’.

Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: Positive Thinking and Advice for Young Disciples ‘In the
beginning ...’, so says Genesis 1:1 and John 1:1. While God is clear and consistent
about how this universe came about, man has been working hard at disproving
what God has done and has been questioning the biblical account of creation. A
lot was not known or forgotten through history and mankind has been thinking
up things that would explain creation, such as a flat earth or that the sun and
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planets circled the earth and not the other way around. They say it must be six
million years for a day. Yet God says in Job 26:7 NIV — ‘He hangs the earth over
nothing.” Paul, in Acts 17:24 CEV, that ‘God made the world and everything in
it

God made it quickly and did it in six days and on the seventh He rested. Within
that first week God made it all good (Gen. 1:31). Satan hadn’t fallen yet, and all
was good [Comment 5]. Within that few days sin came in and changed all the
good that God had done and ruined it. God had a plan already in place when this
happened. A promised seed would deal with sin and crush the serpent’s head. So
far natural processes have lined up nicely with God’s account. Even fossils have
been found with soft tissue in the marrow, where it should have fossilized
millennia ago according to the Smithsonian Magazine.

Evolutionary scientists generally accept it, but the attitude is ‘so what.” They
accept itas an evolutionary process, not evidence of a younger earth. So, it comes
down to faith. Who and what you will believe and question?

[The above reflections accord with verse 5: ‘the works of God who makes
everything’ (NKJV)—/./.1.

In believing in God and His testimony and His ways, we can have hope and
a different attitude. We thought of Ruth and how, thanks to Chilion her first
husband, she learned of the Hebrew God and said to Naomi, ‘Your God, my
God.” Thanks to faith in God, and a determination to follow His ways, and adopt
His laws of behaviour as her own, she was blessed as well as the community she
joined herself to in Bethlehem. Due to their faith, the early church maintained
their witness as they spread out under persecution from Jerusalem and later Rome.
Paul preached ‘the kingdom of God’ and encouraged the church there to share
with the poorer churches. Today the truth of how churches should function was
recovered in the nineteenth century and over a hundred years later we are still
going and growing. Some saints have started personal ministries such as ESL
student work or orphanages and many ways to tell others of the Lord Jesus.

Young people today need to be taught to pay attention. There are many voices
saying ‘has God said?’ Young disciples need to regularly attend church, pray, read
their bibles and avoid satisfying a curiosity by looking at pornography, drinking
and drugs, because these things destroy lives, not enrich them. So, stay close to
the Shepherd [Comment 4]. Rodger Lefevre

COMMENTS

1. (Buckhaven & Cromer): Could there also be a spiritual application of this first
sentence of the chapter in the sense of sharing with others what God has
graciously provided for oneself or family, where and when a need is seen and
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opportunity given to do so, on behalf of others, so enriching the giver’s life as well
as the receiver’s (see Gal. 6:9-10; Heb. 13:16)? R.B.F.

2. (Mount Forest): Genesis 2:7 informs us that the LORD God ‘breathed into his
nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul’, and Zechariah tells us
that the LORD ‘forms the spirit of man within him’ (Zech. 12:1). So both soul and
spirit are distinct, invisible elements that reside within each person’s physical
body. From Ecclesiastes 12, we learn that ‘the spirit return[s] unto God who gave
it’ (Eccles. 12:7), Unlike the soul, the spirit goes back to God when the body dies.
Its destiny is not determined by the individual’s faith or lack of faith in God’s
word. To complicate matters, Job says ‘there is a spirit in a man, the breath of the
Almighty, that gives him understanding.” (Job 32:8) and Romans 8:16 says ‘The
Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.” These two
scriptures show how inseparably linked within the body, soul and spirit are, and
also suggest that our spirit has a role to play in our cognition of what God wants
us to know. Lastly, and most significantly, Hebrews 4:12-13 describes how the
Word of God pierces ‘even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit’. Only God
knows where the dividing line between soul and spirit lies. Truly, we are ‘fearfully
and wonderfully made’! /).

3. (Mount Forest): Surely the spirit of a human being would be simultaneously
present with the soul, at the very time when the human body is formed in the
womb in its embryonic state. Adam'’s case was entirely different, having been
created purely by God’s hand without human involvement, and therefore without
sin of any kind (Ps. 139:13,15; Gen. 2:7). R.B.F.

4. (Ravulapalem and Victoria BC): Verses 9-10 encourage young people to enjoy
their youth to the full, always bearing in mind that God will hold them to account.
We might usefully counsel young disciples to channel their energy and
exuberance into activities that are healthy and productive, remembering the
advice Paul gave to Timothy: ‘bodily exercise profits a little, but godliness is
profitable for all things, having promise of the life that now is and of that which is
to come’ (1 Tim. 4:8). 1)

5. (Victoria B.C.): Some conjecture that Satan fell from His exalted position before
the six days of creation. They speculate that Genesis 1 verse 2 (‘the earth was
waste and void...) may have been due to the destructive work of Satan. It is not
possible to be dogmatic on this point, since we are not told. J.J.
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Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF THE ACTS

As an ‘Introduction’ before our foray into further study of God’s house in the New
Testament, we allude to the prophetic warning given by the Lord Jesus to the chief
priests and elders of the people who questioned His authority to teach in the
temple. They were stopped in their tracks and caught out by His answer. He then
told them of a vineyard owner who let out his plantation to tenants. They let him
down miserably in their task and were held accountable for the way they treated
those whom the owner had sent to monitor their progress, ending up killing the
owner’s son.

The Lord used that parable to emphasise the failure of the earthly nation of
Israel by His strong denunciation, ‘The kingdom of God shall be taken away from
you, and shall be given to a nation bringing forth the fruits thereof’. This began to
be fulfilled at the very moment their rejected Messiah was slain on the cross, and
the veil of the temple was rent in two from top to bottom. This ‘new’ nation is
referred to as one that is spiritual, composed of living stones built together to form
a spiritual house in divine testimony to God. It is also described as ‘a little flock’
and a ‘holy nation’, desirous of pleasing God in every possible way (Mat.
21:23,33-43; Luke 12:32; 1 Pet. 2:5-6, 9).

The Last Words Spoken by the Lord Jesus on Earth and Subsequent Events

While waiting for the appearing and indwelling of the Holy Spirit as promised by
the Lord Jesus to His eleven apostles, and in His post-resurrection appearances,
periodically joining their company over the space of forty days, He instructed
them of ‘the things concerning the kingdom of God’, which comprised the
evangelisation of earth’s nations. The Saviour then returned heavenwards to take
His place at the side of His Father on the eternal throne (Acts 1:2-4, 8-9).

Following the eleven’s return to Jerusalem, they thereafter met regularly for
prayer in a large upper room with a number of womenfolk, among whom was
Jesus” mother, possibly His sisters, and His four brothers. During those days the
number of those gathered together with them, grew to about one hundred and
twenty, and Matthias, having accompanied the Saviour and His disciple group in
the duration of His public ministry, was invited, as a result of prayer and casting
of lots, to take his place in the circle designated as ‘the Lord’s apostles’, which
Judas, who betrayed Him, had forfeited (vv. 12-15; 21-26).

Spiritual Revival and Renewal

On the Day of Pentecost, which was the festival in Israel’s calendar for celebrating
the joy of the new grain wheat harvest, there was brought about the display of
divine working and blessing as a consequence of the Spirit of God'’s arrival and
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infilling of human channels who were given the ability to clearly and powerfully
voice God’s message of salvation. This was done by the twelve apostles, speaking
in many different languages to the multitude of the city’s far-travelled devout
Jewish visitors; the reaction to this was one of a mixed reception.

Peter ‘took the floor’, quoting the book of Joel’s prophetic word, in partial
fulfilment, in the spiritual harvest of that day when around three thousand people
received and believed the gospel, publicly evidencing their soul’s regeneration by
being baptised, and becoming part of the company that were already ‘together’
in Jerusalem (2:1-14, 16-21, 38-42; 1:15).

These believers, together forming the one united church of God in Jerusalem,
continued to faithfully assemble daily in the temple, preaching and teaching, until
the time came when their numbers expanded so rapidly that need arose to find
other suitable locations: be they rented rooms, private homes, or available
properties in the city, where smaller manageable groups could meet together in
the service of the Lord. Despite opposition from the political and religious
authorities of the day, they still resorted to the temple to proclaim the gospel of
Christ (2:46-47;4:4; 5:42; 6:1,7; 4:23; 5:14, 20-21a, 25,42).

Two Men of Spiritual Power and Influence

Stephen was a man full of the Spirit and wisdom, being one of seven men of
exemplary godly demeanour and honourable reputation in the church in
Jerusalem who were appointed by the apostles to resolve an internal problem
involving some ladies of different backgrounds in the church who were at
loggerheads over the daily distribution of food. Shortly before his martyrdom,
when answering his accusers who were led by Caiaphas, high priest of the
Sanhedrin council, he spoke of how David, king of Israel, solemnly re-quested of
the Lord, to find a suitable habitation on earth that would be a place of rest for
the God of Jacob.

However, Stephen reminded them, thatin God’s purposes, it was David’s son
Solomon who was granted the high privilege of constructing a magnificent
dwelling-place for Him. He was careful to stress that the Most High does not dwell
in material buildings made by hu-man hands; after all, had He not created the
expanse of heavens and the earth? God’s deep desire was to dwell among those
who, in their hearts and lives, were gathered together to serve and worship Him
according to His prescribed will (6:1-6; 7:1,46-50; cp. 17:24).

Philip was another of ‘the seven’ referred to above. He was gifted as an
evangelist and mightily used of God in reaching out to the people of Samaria,
proclaiming the Lord Jesus as Saviour and ‘preaching the good tidings concerning
the kingdom of God'. This generated great interest and excitement, with many
believing the message of salvation and following that by being baptised (8:5-8,12;
21:8).
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How grateful we can be to God, that in this day of sovereign grace, He still
has a place on earth to dwell in, viz. His house, among His people who can know
and enjoy His presence with them, in the local setting of each church of God as
well as the global structure in collective form as ‘Churches of God in the
Fellowship of the Son of God, Jesus Christ our Lord’, by exercising faithfulness to
His calling to divine service (2 Cor. 6:16b-18; Eph. 2:21-22; Heb. 3:5-6).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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Introducing . . .

December

LOOKING BACK AND LOOKING FORWARD

Looking back over the past year, we
give thanks for the thoughtful articles
faithfully submitted by all our
contributors. Special mention must be
made of the series of Feature articles
by our senior editor Brian Fullarton,
tracing the great truth of the House of
God through every book of the Old
Testament and on into the New; a
prodigious achievement! Yet, much
more could be said on a subject that
is so dear to the heart of God, we find
it embedded in His Word from
Genesis to Revelation. The sense of
wonder implicit in  Solomon’s
rhetorical question resonates with us:
‘will God indeed dwell with men on
the earth? Behold, heaven and the
heaven of heavens cannot contain
You. How much less this temple
which | have built!' (2 Chron. 6:18
NKJV).’

As saints in churches of God,
founded on a God-given New
Testament pattern, we hold fast to the
belief that God still desires to dwell
with men in a present-day counterpart
to the Old Testament people of God,
forming ‘a spiritual house’ (1 Pet. 2:5),
‘a dwelling place [RV: habitation] of
God in the Spirit’ (Eph. 2:22). It thrills
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our hearts too, that the possibility
exists atall, for an earthly peopleto be
the locus of God’s dwelling place on
earth where, by His power, we may
shine out as a beacon of Gospel light
and truth in world of increasing
spiritual darkness.

We look forward to another year
exploring the treasures of the living
Word and sharing the fruits of our
study in these pages. Notably, with
our forthcoming study of the Song of
Songs in 2026 D.V., we will have
completed a study of every book of
the Bible in the volumes of Bible
Studies, a unique body of Biblical
research and commentary built up
over several generations since the
launch of this study magazine in
1921. We stand on the shoulders of
spiritual giants, and count it a
privilege to follow in their footsteps.

Considering  the inexhaustible
riches of the Word of God, we can
never say we have reached ‘the
conclusion of the whole matter’
(Eccles. 12:13). On the contrary, as
the LORD said to Joshua: ‘there
remains very much land yet to be
possessed’ (Josh. 13:1). 1.



From Study Groups . . .

POETIC LICENCE, TEACHING METHODS AND ‘SPIRITUAL
INDIGESTION (ECCLESIASTES 12)

From Buckhaven: The wise man now reviews his role as the Preacher. His
objective is to teach the people knowledge. Solomon clearly felt a responsibility
to pass on these collected proverbs because he was literate—in contrast to the
mainly non-literate populace of his day. When the Holy Scriptures were first
written (as handwritten—later copied—Hebrew and Greek manuscripts) the
layout was not in the form of chapters and verses. Also, they were without any
spaces to separate the words and there were no punctuation marks! Learned
scribes therefore had a special role in these early times as reliable expounders of
the written word.

The major theme of vanity—reiterated near the end of the book—the exact
same original Hebrew word hebel is also translated as ‘futile’ (NASB), ‘vain’ (AV),
‘the few years of his futile life” (Eccles. 6:12). This same word (vain) is translated
as vanity or vanities in all 37 instances throughout Ecclesiastes. Strong’s dictionary
conveys the following shades of meaning—emptiness or vanity; figuratively
something transitory and unsatisfactory. Yet we take comfort from the Lord’s
assurance that the living water He gives will satisfy and become, ‘a well of water
springing up to eternal life’ (John 4:14). Ecclesiastes can be summarised as, ‘words
of truth’ (Eccles. 12:10). This agrees with, ‘All scripture is inspired by God’ (2 Tim.
3:16) and also, ‘The sum of Thy word is truth” (Ps. 119:160 NASB (Ryrie Study
Bible 1976, 1978). James Johnson

From Cromer: Carpe diem (Seize the day) Most of us can look back on our lives
and think of what might have been — ‘what if ...” The first eight verses of this
chapter made me think of the well-known verses from Shakespeare’s ‘As you like
it’, describing the seven ages of man. You will all have got beyond the ‘mewling
and puking’ stage and the ‘school-boy’ stage, but perhaps some of us have
reached “fair round belly with good capon lin’d’. What we don't like to admit is
that we have reached the autumn of our days. The first eight verses of chapter
twelve graphically describe the waning powers of life, and the old king warns his
readers to harness the vitality of youth, before God brings them to account for
wasting it. When we are old, we have reluctantly to admit that we can’t do what
we used to do. This warning is still apposite today, especially as there are so many
more distractions.

Knowing, weighing, studying and arranging Contrary to what its enemies might
say, Christianity is an essentially rational faith. Itis based on facts, particularly that
of the resurrection. Thus, a preacher must know and consider the Word, so that
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he can marshal its arguments and correctly expound them. The syllabus asks
whether ‘much study’ can be taken to excess. The study of minutiae can be taken
to excess, so that one ‘cannot see the wood for the trees’. This may result in a
dissection of words or phrases which obscures rather than elucidates the sense.
Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: Metaphors in Ecclesiastes 12:1-8 and relevance to disciples of
Christ Solomon in this book of the Bible was observing the lives and attitudes of
people ‘under the sun’, with what they mightlearn from the wisdom of this world.
With his knowledge of God, however, (1 Kin. 8:33-43), he again stresses the
importance of remembering the Creator in the days of youth (vv. 1,6) so that in
the delight of developing strength and skills of body and mind, a young person
should reflect that it would be best to use these gifts profitably, ‘For God will bring
every deed into judgement’, with no concealment then (v. 14 NIV; cp. 11:9).

Verses 1-5—An overall impression This passage suggests the decline of physical
and mental powers for the individual, and probably for others ageing in his
community. He sketches a word-picture of confinement to home since he no
longer has strength for a full day’s activity. The darkness (v. 2) shows withdrawal
from former interests, and he could say ‘I find no pleasure in them” with wistful
longing, portrayed in the passing of the radiance of sun that once enabled exercise
of abilities, while the beauty and wonder of moon and stars have faded for him.
Clouds after rain do not now offer hope of fruitful cultivation of land (cp. Ps. 8:3,6-
7). The ‘keepers’ (v. 3 NIV) are himself as head of the household, the plural
suggesting his wife, relatives or friends whom he could ask for help, but they also
tremble and are bowed in old age. The ‘grinders’ he once heard represent labour
in preparing food, or pounding materials for spices, ointments, or medicines, who
cannot now work, or own a stall in the market-place; and his eyes are too dim to
see all those things from the windows [Comment 1]. The almond flowering (v. 5)
here can depict the paleness of once colourful hair and face. The closing lines
about man going to his ‘eternal home’ should prompt the reader to look beyond
the view (v. 8) of those who live only for their own world-bound desires, for the
king wrote ‘Remember Him’ (v. 1).

Verses 6-7—We read this part of verses 1-8 as moving into the last weeks or
months ending in death, since ‘the silver cord is severed, or the golden bowl is
broken’. These may be metaphors of the beauty and preciousness of life being
destroyed in the final moment of death. In the vessel shattered at the spring and
the wheel broken at the well we may see hopes of life heavily disappointed by
sudden accident or unexpected illness.

Relevance today Time for serving the Lord can be shorter than expected, and if
disciples live for many years, they cannot avoid eventual limitation in one or more
abilities. People of the world, if wise, can observe benefit in looking after health
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and material resources. The believer, however, who is obedient to His Lord will
be guided into all the truth by the Spirit John 14:15-17,26; 16:13-14; 17:20-26).
He should be greatly helped by elders and saints in churches of God.

Martin Archibald

From Melbourne: A teacher may well say to students ‘I have taught you such and
such and the students may equally well reply ‘you may have taught us, but we
did not learn it’. Teaching methods differ from era to era, e.g., from rote or detailed
explanation, from example or intuition. Some respond more to visual methods or
to visual (poetic) language, others to clear exposition of principles and concepts.
The book of Ecclesiastes is summed up in what can only be described as poetic
prose, using a series of vivid metaphors to reinforce the thrust of the message of
the book. The appeal to ‘remember your Creator in the days of youth’ is especially
valuable to preachers, and parents. Why? Because ‘your life is a mist that appears
for a little time and then vanishes’ (James 4:14 ESV). The cascade of descriptive
effects of age and weakness and fear of death are like deep drumbeats in the mind
of anyone who has ignored their Creator till, perhaps, too late. Gloom, feebleness,
anxiety, lethargy all combine to present a sad picture. Finally, and dramatically,
‘a snapped silver cord’, ‘a broken golden bowl’, ‘a shattered water pitcher’ and a
‘broken water wheel’ are applied to emphasise the suddenness of life ending, and
the spirit returning to God who gave it (S. of S. 12: 7). These verses are remarkable
word pictures of the decline of life’s vitality, such as ‘rising up (in alarm) at the
sound of a bird" (v. 4) to give warning not only to young persons, but all, to
‘consider their ways’ (Hag. 1:7) before God. And then we turn full circle with
‘Vanity of vanities, all is vanity’ (v. 8), exactly as he uttered from the outset (v. 2).

The Preacher concludes with referencing his many proverbs, which he
categorises as ‘words of delight’ and ‘of truth’ (v.10), and which he had weighed
and arranged carefully (v. 9). Can we not also see this in Paul’s admonition to
Timothy to ‘rightly handle the Word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). The Preacher’s
warning to beware ‘anything beyond these’ (v.12), is upheld by Paul’s reminder
to the Corinthians ‘not to go beyond what is written’ (1 Cor. 4:6) and to the
Galatians to shun anyone who preaches a different gospel (Gal. 1:8). His protégé,
Timothy, was ‘trained in the words of the faith and the good doctrine’ (1 Tim. 4:6)
and he was exhorted to do likewise (v. 13) towards those under his care. Of
course, the teacher must be credible in his own conduct and standing, so that his
words will be like ‘goads’ or ‘nails’ rather than sticky tape. And if our efforts to
open God’s Word to others does not constantly delight and motivate us, then how
can we expect others to react with anything other than a sense of fleeting,
moderate interest? Deep fascination for the Word, clarity of exposition, and the
ability to relate the message to the hearers are all vital tools in our ‘toolbox’. And
as David had a ten stringed-harp, so one who teaches should vary his subject
matter and approach, lest ‘spiritual indigestion” becomes a symptom of hearing
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the same message repeatedly. We can all do this too easily. Moreover, while study
of the Word is essential for a healthy spirit and good conscience before God, we
do also need to ensure that we smell the roses that He has created.

His final word is that God will bring every deed into judgment, including every
secret deed, good and evil. Paul says much the same thing in 1 Timothy 5:24-25
‘The sins of some people are conspicuous, going before them to judgment, but
the sins of others appear later. So also, good works are conspicuous, and even
those that are not cannot remain hidden’. And if there was any doubt on this point,
Revelation 20:13 is the clincher. Roy Dickson

From Mount Forest: There is no shortage of opinions regarding the meaning of
the figurative language in Ecclesiastes 12:1-7, either as allegory or other
metaphor. While some tend to see the details as revealing the changing mental
acumen of a person, many see them as signs of bodily deterioration associated
with old age. Where there are no clear parallel expressions in other scriptures,
accuracy in interpreting the details is problematic. Overall, the contrast for the
natural man is between early times of opportunity in youth and a final,
constraining period of gradual decline, when evil ‘days’ rather than pleasure will
be experienced, extending over latter ‘years’. The statements in verses 1 and 7 are
clear, with youthful vigour behind and deathly decay ahead, and this context is
consistent with the preceding focus of the book on the apparent futility of a normal
earthly span of a person’s life, with no physical capacity to sustain one’s
influential status, or wealth, or wisdom, beyond the grave. Before the Fall, such
descriptions of deterioration would have been largely meaningless to Adam and
Eve. But ageing sinners should have little difficulty aligning the individual
metaphors, even if our chosen interpretations of such details are perhaps different
from Solomon'’s first readers. Importantly, for the ageing spiritual man or woman,
those years may by contrast be times of renewed vigour and confident faith (e.g.,
Ps. 71:18; 92:14; Is. 46:4).

In regard to particular expressions, Solomon’s unexplained reference to
almond tree blossoms made us think not just of white hair, but of lessons from
Aaron’s almond rod, Tabernacle precedents, and Jeremiah’s vision. Solomon
would surely know about the almond’s normal features (1 Kin. 4:33), and the
abnormal evidence of extended life for Aaron’s rod (Num.17:1-10) to mark an
unchallengeable divine decision. Using David’s written instructions (1 Chron.
28:11,19), Solomon decorated the Temple boards with ‘open flowers’ (of almonds
possibly) which featured in Tabernacle and Temple lampstands, though Aaron’s
rod may not have been in the ark then (Ex. 37:20; 1 Kin. 6:29; 2 Chron. 4:20-21;
Num. 17:8-10; Heb.9:4; 1 Kin. 8:9). The early-blossoming almond tree is known
as ‘the waking tree’, reflecting the apparent derivation of the Hebrew word. Also,
there is understood to be a similarity in vocalization between the Hebrew for
almond and for watching, hence the Lord’s word to Jeremiah that having seen the
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almond (watching) tree, so God would watch over His word to perform it (Jer.
1:11-12); an assurance of certainty of accomplishment of divine purpose not
governed by human approval. So, Solomon’s almond blossom metaphor may
simply point to an unavoidable soon-coming conclusion to earthly life (Eccles.
12:5; Is. 5:24), but likely also what must follow. Blossoming is followed by fruit,
which will show the source of what produced it (cp. Mat. 7:19-21 with Gal. 5:19-
23). Certainly, Solomon’s choice of words was inspired by the Spirit illuminating
his human spirit (Prov. 20:27; see Job 32:8; Ps.18:28), and therefore rewards our
careful contemplation [Comment 2].

This book that focuses so much on mere physical limitations, concludes with
a most appropriate warning that the enduring accountable soul is not extinguished
with the body’s death (Eccles. 12:5,13-14). Geoff Hydon

From Ravulapalem: In comparing verses 9 & 10 of Ecclesiastes 12 with Paul’s
statements in his letters to Timothy that overseers and deacons be able to teach,
it is essential to have preparation of acceptable words which will be received as
‘nails well fastened’. Solomon prayed to God for knowledge, guidance and
wisdom to rule the people. God gave him both wisdom and wealth though he did
not ask for riches. James 1:5 says if anyone lacks wisdom let him ask God.

The Preacher taught wise words and knowledge to mankind and nations (v.
9). He searched and found delightful and just words that were upright (v. 10). This
verse highlights the author’s carefulness in crafting his message, emphasizing the
importance of truth and clarity in communication especially when conveying
wisdom. The teacher’s effort is highly appreciated. He did not simply write
whatever came into his mind. Instead, he diligently sought out acceptable words.
He not only wrote clear and carefully chosen words but also morally sound ones.

Paul instructs Timothy to remain in Ephesus that he may charge some people
not to teach false doctrine which causes disputes rather than godly edification.
He gave some directions and commandments to overseers and deacons to be
blameless, the husband of one wife, temperate, sober-minded and of good
behaviour (1 Tim. 3:1-16). Especially in verse 6 it was written that if any one who
was unable to manage his own family, he is not able to rule the church of God.
Paul was educated under Gamaliel, a respectable and responsible teacher in the
Sanhedrin, the Jewish council (Acts 5:34; 22:3). Nowadays, young people are
habituated to some unlawful activities and bad habits like over-drinking wine,
consuming tobacco, indulging in narcotics and drugs. We have to advise them to
remember God in their youth and to keep away from those acts and follow the
truth. Some people had faith and good conscience from which they turned aside
and suffered spiritual shipwreck, such as Hymenaeus and Alexander (1 Tim. 1:19-
20). S. J. M. Edward
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From Surulere: Spiritual Indigestion and its remedy? It is the case that mankind
occasionally gluts itself, whilst it gorges on the seeming dainties and offerings of
the terrestrial realm. If it is not a surfeit of epicurean indulgence, it is the numbness
that pervades a pursuit of fleshly pleasures or the strident hollowness of an
unbridled acquisition of knowledge in itself. Of a truth the wise man
acknowledged that: ‘Truly, this | have found: that God made man upright, but
they have sought out many schemes’ (Eccles. 7:29 NKJV).

It is these multifaceted schemes that inspires indigestion not too infrequently.
For indeed, ‘He who loves silver will not be satisfied with silver; nor he who loves
abundance with increase’ (Eccles. 5:10). Our Lord Jesus put a stamp on the futility
and vanity of a blind chase of material things: ‘Take heed and beware of
covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of the things he
possesses’ (Luke 12:15).

We could safely add a rider to this by saying ‘or the things that possess him’.
For, is it not the case that with the various enterprises man dabbles into, it is the
sad reality that he is often possessed by them and loses his independence? Such
was the pathetic case of the rich young ruler: ‘But when the young man heard that
saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions’ (Mat. 19:22) These
are the veritable precursors of spiritual indigestion.

It must be stated clearly and firmly that the wise man had not in his
contemplation of the many books that induces weariness or ‘spiritual indigestion’
of soul and spirit, the good Book a part of which is under consideration. Far be it,
for we are enjoined in the earliest Scripture thus: ‘This Book of the Law shall not
depart from your mouth, but you shall mediate in it day and night’ (Josh. 1:8).

In the Bible, we find a rich outlay of the fairest fares imaginable, able to nourish
the body, soul and spirit of all who feed on it: ‘They shall be abundantly satisfied
with the fullness of Your house, and You give them drink from the river of Your
pleasures’ (Ps. 36:8).

The prophet Isaiah amplifies this theme thus: ‘Ho! Everyone who thirsts, come
to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat. Yes, come, buy
wine and milk without money and without price. Why do you spend money for
what is not bread, and your wages for what does not satisfy? Listen carefully to
Me, and eat what is good, and let your soul delight itself in abundance’ (Is. 55:1-
3).

The Lord promised His hearers that out of their bellies shall flow rivers of living
water, and surely within its soothing cascades no indigestion can settle. And we
are enjoined to study to show ourselves approved. Within the feasting on the word
of God there can never be an overindulgence or indigestion (see John 7:38 and 2
Timothy 2:15) [Comment 3]. Fred Ntido
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From Victoria BC: Right from the start of the study we all jumped in and agreed
that chapter 12 of Ecclesiastes, and especially the first eight verses, reads like an
elderly and wise person telling a younger person about what they will face as they
age. Psalm 90:10 (NIV) says the length of our days is seventy years — or eighty, if
we have the strength. Verses one and two are encouraging young readers, who
may be in their teens to mid-thirties, to ensure they are remembering God in their
life, and seeking His kingdom first. Because, before we know it, we had the years
and decades of vanity and troubles and view our personal pursuits that left God
out, as years that we remember with regret, but at the same time grateful that the
troubling times, though hard, have made us more like Him. God loves us. His
intent is not to harm but to help in these troubles.

Now as we advance in age, we begin to tremble with different tremors, and
the Hebrew lends itself to the idea of a leaf curling up. The eyes grow dim from
cataracts making it a shady world. The legs and arms can’t carry the loads
anymore, and the teeth wear out or fall out. No more grinding. Mince or puree in
old age. Sleep escapes you as the sound of a bird awakes you. The hearing goes
and ‘all their songs grow faint’ (vv. 3-4). Verse 5 describes the fears we develop,
such as heights. We aren’t as steady as we were. We are fearful of walking down
the street, and our hair blossoms white and, where once we were very active, we
now drag as a grasshopper, and our desire for things such as intimacy will fade.
The readers of this book and this portion are encouraged to get their priorities
straight when they are young, such as the teen years into the early twenties.

The time quickly comes when death comes for us. Verses 6 and 7 tell us that
the silver cord of our life will be cut, the golden bowl of our life will be broken
and not to be put together again. That which is our physical body will decay to
dust, and the spirit goes back to God who gave it.

Jesus is our greatest treasure. He is in heaven, and our years are best spent in
reading and studying God’s word. We will give an account of how we lived, so
ask the Father for wisdom. We should be obedient to His commands and gather
with other saints in churches of God, ‘doing church’ like He has shown in His
Word, and when we attend, try and be a positive influence on the others we have
fellowship with as we find in verse 11, ‘follow the words (driven nails) of the one
Shepherd’, the Lord Jesus. Rodger Lefevre
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COMMENTS

1. (Glasgow): Alternatively, as friends in Melbourne and Victoria B.C. have done,
we might enjoy verses 3-6 as a series of poetic allusions to the deterioration of
body and mind that comes with old age: e.g., ‘the keepers of the house’ - the
hands; ‘the strong men bowed’ - the shoulders; ‘the grinders’ - the teeth; ‘those
that look out of the windows’ - the eyes. However, as noted in Mount Forest’s
paper, difficulties arise if we push it too far and try to find a literal meaning
corresponding to every poetic image used by Solomon. J.J.

The poignancy associated with the imagery of deterioration of body and mind is
very attractive, but hard to sustain completely through verses 3 and 4. It might be
easier for consistency of exposition to view the terms and expressions as being
literal references to people and places and things, as the Glasgow paper does.
P.D.

2. (Mount Forest): The Hebrew word that is translated as ‘blossom’ or ‘flourish’
in our bibles is only thus translated in Ecclesiastes 12:5. All other [24] translations
of the word bear no resemblance at all to that one, being such as ‘despise’ and
‘provoke’ and ‘abhor.” The scriptural allusions you point us to and develop seem
very relevant, sadly as things that will in some way be despised and abhorred if
Solomon’s admonitions go unheeded; references to white hair blossoming much
less so, given the atypical translation opted for here. P.D.

3. (Surulere): Solomon's warning (‘much study is a weariness of the flesh’ (Eccles.
12:12)), reminds us that there are limits to our ability to digest and benefit from
what we read. The analogy of the daily gathering of manna is apt: ‘he that gathered
much had nothing over, and he that gathered little had no lack; they gathered
every man according to his eating.” (Ex. 16:18). In spiritual terms, when we gather
something of Christ in the scriptures each day, the Holy Spirit blesses our
unhurried meditations and renews our spiritual health and energy. J.J.
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Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF ROMANS

Although there is no direct reference to the title ‘House of God’ in this named
book, it is quite clear that the description of the recipients of Paul’s letter as the
‘beloved of God’ and ‘saints’, also the fact of their faith being so well known in
many parts of the Roman empire, underlines the fact that they were united in
testimony for God, and regularly convened for fellowship with one another. God'’s
work in their lives was abundant to all, and whereas their way of life, before
knowing Christ as Saviour, was self-serving and sinful, they had become obedient
from the heart, through the powerful and sovereign activity of the Spirit of God
with the word of God, to become servants of God and righteousness (Rom. 1: 7-
8; 6:17-18).

Standing Together in Testimony for Christ

Not long before concluding his message from God to them, the apostle
encouraged those in the church of God in Rome who were strong in faith to give
what support they could supply to those who were struggling to some extent to
keep going in service for Christ. He drew upon the example of the Lord Jesus who
knew what it was to suffer reproach and shame when testifying about the grace
of His God and Father throughout His life on earth. They were to be likeminded
in what they were saying and doing, standing resolutely together in the face of
opposition (15:1,3,5-6).

Paul also links churches of God in two southern provinces of Greece —
Macedonia, where there were at least three, if not five churches; and Achaia, with
at least two, and possibly three assemblies, which clubbed together to send
material and financial support to impoverished saints belonging to the church of
God at Jerusalem. These churches in different countries and distinct territories,
are also called ‘churches of the Gentiles’, since both Gentiles and Jewish believers
were now also part of the congregation also known as ‘churches of Christ’, as
belonging to Him. In many cases, their meeting-place was in the home of one of
the saints. Bound together, in divine testimony and fellowship, they were part of
the house of God in that day (15:26; 16:4-5,15-16; Eph. 2:21-22).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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