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“Chasing After The Wind”

Wisdom’s Benefit and Limitation

ECCLESIASTES 8:1-17

Introduction

1. When we began our study of chapter 7, here in Ecclesiastes, I shared with you

was answering a question which he asked back in 6:12, “For who knows what is

good for a man during his lifetime?”

2. In chapter 7, we noticed three advantages of wisdom:

a. It has the ability to make life better.

b. It helps us see life clearly.

c. It helps us face life stronger.

3. Here in chapter 8, Solomon shares with us two things:

a. The value of wisdom’s guidance (vv. 1-9).

b. It’s limitation when it comes to understanding God’s justice (vv. 10-17).

4. With the limited time we have tonight, let’s jump right in and see what Solomon

has to tell us.
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I.  The Importance Of Wisdom’s Guidance

A. A WISE MAN IS ABLE TO PROPERLY DISCERN THE SITUATION (V. 1)

“Who is like the wise man and who knows the interpretation of a matter?  A

man’s wisdom illumines him and causes his stern face to beam.” 

(Ecclesiastes 8:1, NASB95)
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1. Solomon asks two rhetorical questions which affirm that a wise man is able

to properly size up situations and act accordingly.

2. He “knows the interpretation b(pçšer) of a matter”

a. The noun pçšer occurs only here in the Hebrew.  

b. In the Aramaic of Daniel 5:12  it refers to the interpretation of dreams.

c. It means the “meaning, explanation”.

3. Because of his wisdom a wise person knows how to act graciously and

avoid brash behavior which would lead to his harm (cf. Proverbs 14:35).

“The king’s favor is toward a servant who acts wisely, but his anger is

toward him who acts shamefully.” (Proverbs 14:35, NASB95)

4. Solomon tells us that “a man’s wisdom illumines him and causes his stern

face to beam.”

a. The shining of a man’s face is indicative of joy — a joy that illumines

his face.

b. The insight which wisdom brings to a person makes his or her face

glow with inner joy and satisfaction.
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B. OBEDIENCE TO THE KING IS VERY IMPORTANT (VV. 2-4)

“I say, “Keep the command of the king because of the oath before God.  
3
Do

not be in a hurry to leave him.  Do not join in an evil matter, for he will do whatever

he pleases. 
4
Since the word of the king is authoritative, who will say to him, “What

are you doing?”” (Ecclesiastes 8:2–4, NASB95)

1. Solomon set forth examples of proper decorum before a king:

a. “Keep the command of the king ”  (v. 2).

1) An office of the king’s court must be true to his oath of allegiance

which he had sworn to the king before God.

2) For those of us who are Christians, our obedience to God is verified

by our obedience to the secular authorities which He has

established.

Page 2 of  10



CHASING AFTER THE WIND     Wednesday Evening Bible Study
Wisdom’s Benefit and Limitation (Ecclesiastes 8:1-17)                                   11/23/2022

3) Paul wrote, “Every person is to be in subjection to the governing

authorities” (Romans 13:1, NASB95).

4) Peter exhorts us to “submit [ourselves] for the Lord’s sake to every

human institution” (1 Peter 2:13, NASB95).

b. “Do not be in a hurry to leave him” (v. 3a). 

1) “We must not storm out when advice we have given or a request

we have made is turned down” (Jim Winter, Opening Up

Ecclesiastes).

2) “If the ruler’s temper rises against you, do not abandon your position,

because composure allays great offenses.” (Ecclesiastes 10:4,

NASB95)

3) One can’t help but wonder if Solomon had Ahithophel in mind when

he said this.

4) Ahithophel had been David’s chief counselor, but abandoned David

when Absalom initiated an insurrection against his father.

c. “Do not join in an evil matter” (v. 3b).

1) Do not be rebellious toward him by standing up “for a bad cause”

(NIV84).

2) Ahithophel joined with Absalom in the rebellion.

3) Though previously, Ahithophel’s advice was treated as if God

Himself had spoken (2 Samuel 16:23), David prayed that God would

make Ahithophel’s advice “foolishness” (2 Samuel 15:31).

4) When Absalom chose not to follow Ahithophel’s advice, he went

home, set his house in order and hanged himself (2 Samuel 17:23).

2. A king has great authority:

a. He can “do whatever he pleases” (v. 3).

1) Though Joseph was second in command in Egypt, he still

understood this about Pharaoh.

2. Daniel and his three friends understood this about King
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Nebuchadnezzar in Babylon.

b. His “word . . . is authoritative (supreme)” (v. 4).

c. No one can “say to him, ‘What are you doing?’” (v. 4b).
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C. PROPER DECORUM AVERTS HARM (VV. 5-9)

5
“He who keeps a royal command experiences no trouble, for a wise heart

knows the proper time and procedure.  
6
For there is a proper time and procedure

for every delight, though a man’s trouble is heavy upon him.  
7
If no one knows

what will happen, who can tell him when it will happen?  
8
No man has authority to

restrain the wind with the wind, or authority over the day of death; and there is no

discharge in the time of war, and evil will not deliver those who practice it.  
9
All

this I have seen and applied my mind to every deed that has been done under the

sun wherein a man has exercised authority over another man to his hurt.” 

(Ecclesiastes 8:5–9, NASB95)

1. Solomon points out that the person who keeps the king’s command

“experiences no trouble” (v. 5a).

2. The wise person knows the best course of action and when to apply it — “a

wise heart knows the proper time and procedure” (v. 5b).

3. Such wisdom is necessary, according to Solomon, because “ a man’s trouble

is heavy upon him” (v. 6).

a. “a man’s misery weighs heavily upon him,” (NIV84).

b. This misery comes because this man is ignorant of “what will happen”

and “when it will happen” (v. 7).

4. The same is true for every person living today:

a. “Man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment” (Hebrews

9:27, NIV84).

b. We do not know the time of our Lord’s return (Matthew 24:42; 25:13).
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5. Even as “no man . . .

a. can control the wind — “has authority to restrain the wind with the wind”

(8a)

b. has control over the “the day of [his] death” (8b).

c. be discharged while in the midst of battle (8c), 

. . . so no man can escape the consequences of his wickedness — “evil

will not deliver those who practice it” (8d).

7. “A man may be able to lie and cheat his way out of many difficulties  in life,

but in death, all his efforts will fail.  Extortion and exploitation will not add

one hour to his life.” (Jim Winters, Opening Up Ecclesiastes).

8. Solomon observed (“I have seen”)  all this as he “applied”  his “mind to every

deed that has been done under the sun” (v. 9)

9. The consequences Solomon had in view here resulted from a ruler’s anger

(the harm a wise man can escape by proper conduct; cf. 8:1 ).

10. This seems clear from verse 9  where Solomon tells us he has seen “a man,

very likely a ruler, exercising “authority over another man to his hurt.”
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II.  The Inability To Understand God’s Justice

A. THOSE WHO FEAR GOD WILL DO WELL (VV. 10-14)

10
“So then, I have seen the wicked buried, those who used to go in and out

from the holy place, and they are soon forgotten in the city where they did thus.

This too is futility.  
11

Because the sentence against an evil deed is not executed

quickly, therefore the hearts of the sons of men among them are given fully to do

evil.  
12

Although a sinner does evil a hundred times and may lengthen his life, still I

know that it will be well for those who fear God, who fear Him openly.  
13

But it will
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not be well for the evil man and he will not lengthen his days like a shadow,

because he does not fear God. 

(Ecclesiastes 8:10–13, NASB95)

1. Earlier, Solomon had noted that wickedness is not always punished (cf.

3:16; 4:1).

“Furthermore, I have seen under the sun that in the place of justice there

is wickedness and in the place of righteousness there is wickedness.”

(Ecclesiastes 3:16, NASB95)

“Then I looked again at all the acts of oppression which were being done

under the sun. And behold I saw the tears of the oppressed and that they had

no one to comfort them; and on the side of their oppressors was power, but

they had no one to comfort them.” (Ecclesiastes 4:1, NASB95)

2. Here, he acknowledges that he had seen the wicked . . .

a. have access to the holy place (i.e., the temple) — “those who used to

go in and out from the holy place” (10a)

b. die and be buried

c. and even be praised in the city where they practiced their wickedness

1) The NASB, KJV & NKJV have “forgotten”  in place of “praised” 

based upon the fact that most Hebrew manuscripts have

“forgotten”

2) The ESV, RSV & NIV84 have “praised”  based upon some Hebrew

manuscripts, LXX and the Vulgate.

3. Solomon affirmed that such a contradiction of the doctrine of retribution

was “futility”  (i.e., meaningless).

4. He lamented the fact that “a sinner” (“a wicked man,” NIV84) could sin with

impunity (i.e., commit “evil a hundred times” ), even live a long time

(“lengthen his life” v. 12).
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5. According to Solomon, society’s failure to execute “the sentence against an

evil deed”  quickly (v. 11)  often leads to more wrongdoing — “the hearts of

the sons of men among them are given fully to do evil.”
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6. Solomon believed, however, that the wicked will eventually be judged and

the righteous will be rewarded (vv. 12b-13).

a. “I know that it will be well for those who fear God, who fear Him openly”

(v. 12b).

b. Thus it is better to fear the Lord and live a godly life.

7. “But it will not be well for the evil man . . . because he does not fear God” (v.

13).

a. The evil man may live longer than the godly man.

b. He may appear to get away with sin after sin, but the day of judgment

will come and he will not escape.

c. No matter how long or fruitful the evil man’s life may seem to be, it is

only prolonged like a shadow and has no substance (v. 13).

1) Solomon may be saying that even as the shadows get longer as

the sun is setting, to the long life of the wicked man is but a

prelude to eternal darkness.

2) What good is a long life if it is only a shadow leading to a black 

darkness that will last forever (Jude 13) ?

“These are hidden reefs at your love feasts, as they feast with

you without fear, shepherds feeding themselves; waterless clouds,

swept along by winds; fruitless trees in late autumn, twice dead,

uprooted; wild waves of the sea, casting up the foam of their own

shame; wandering stars, for whom the gloom of utter darkness has

been reserved forever.” (Jude 12–13, ESV)

POINT TO PONDER:
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“How should a wise person respond to the inequities and injustices in this

world?  Certainly we should do all we can to encourage the passing of good laws

and the enforcement of them by capable men and women, but even this will not

completely solve the problem.  Until Jesus Christ returns in glory, there will always

be injustices in our world.  It is one of the ‘vanities’ of life, and we must accept it

without becoming pessimistic or cynical.” (Warren Wiersbe, Ecclesiastes, p. 101)
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B. ENJOY THE LIFE GOD GIVES (V. 14-15)

14
There is futility which is done on the earth, that is, there are righteous men

to whom it happens according to the deeds of the wicked. On the other hand,

there are evil men to whom it happens according to the deeds of the righteous. I

say that this too is futility.  
15

So I commended pleasure, for there is nothing good

for a man under the sun except to eat and to drink and to be merry, and this will

stand by him in his toils throughout the days of his life which God has given him

under the sun.” (Ecclesiastes 8:15, NASB95)

1. Even though Solomon knew it was better to fear God, he still recognized

another inequity in this life — “righteous men who get what the wicked

deserve, and wicked men who get what the righteous deserve” (v. 14, NIV84).

a. Righteousness is not always rewarded and wickedness is not always

punished.

b. Sometimes the wicked prosper and the righteous meet with disaster.

2. In spite of this, he again recommended the enjoyment of life (v. 15).

3. This has been a constant theme up to this point in the book:

a. In chapter 2, Solomon taught that the pleasures we derive from even

the simplest things are “from the hand of God” (v. 24).  He even asked,

“For who can eat and who can have enjoyment without Him?”

(Ecclesiastes 2:25).

b. In chapter 3, Solomon emphasized the fact that the good we receive

from our work is to be recognized as “the gift of God” (vv. 12-13).

c. In 5:20, he added that God keeps us occupied with the gladness (joy)
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of our hearts.

4. Here, in verse 15, Solomon encourages us to find pleasure in our work

promising that it will stand by us in our labor throughout the days of our

lives which God has given us.

5. Neither you nor I can control or predict the adversity or prosperity we may

experience in this life.

6. For this reason, we should receive each day’s joys as gifts from God’s hand

and savor them as He permits.

7. Simply put, instead of complaining about what we don’t have, let’s give

thanks for what we do have and enjoy it.
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C. OUR INABILITY TO COMPREHEND GOD’S WAYS (VV. 16-17)

16
“When I gave my heart to know wisdom and to see the task which has been

done on the earth (even though one should never sleep day or night), 
17

and I saw

every work of God, I concluded that man cannot discover the work which has been

done under the sun. Even though man should seek laboriously, he will not

discover; and though the wise man should say, “I know,” he cannot discover.”

(Ecclesiastes 8:16–17, NASB95)

1. Solomon concludes this section of Ecclesiastes by acknowledging our

ignorance of God’s ways.

a. After searching diligently (“I gave [applied] my heart”; cf. 1:17; 8:9 ) to

gain wisdom and to observe man’s many activities, Solomon concluded

that man is ignorant of God’s work.

b. Three times he repeats the negative — “man cannot discover . . . he will

not discover . . . he cannot discover” (v. 17).
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2. Solomon’s point is simply this: No one can understand God’s ways, even if

he were wise and expended all his energies.

“He has made everything appropriate in its time. He has also set eternity

in their heart, yet so that man will not find out the work which God has done
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from the beginning even to the end.” (Ecclesiastes 3:11, NASB95)

“For as the heavens are higher than the earth, So are My ways higher

than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55:9, NASB95)
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“Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God!

How unsearchable are His judgments and unfathomable His ways!” (Romans

11:33, NASB95)

Conclusion

1. So there you have it.  Wisdom teaches us there is a proper time and procedure

for every matter we will encounter.

2. It keeps us from “making a mess of things” when we should take the time to

think things through.

3. However, wisdom also has it’s limitations.

4. It teaches us we will never have a full understanding of God’s ways and should

therefore learn to trust Him and enjoy the blessings which He gives us in this

life.

5. If there is anything which wisdom should teach us, it is that we should make

wise preparations for our Lord’s return.

6. On more than one occasion, Jesus taught His followers to be ready for His

return.

7. There is an invitation hymn which we sometimes sing which speaks of a great

day that is coming, it is the day of Christ’s return.

8. That hymn then asks a most important question, “Are you ready?”  

9. Are you?  If not, why not begin making preparations tonight?
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