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“UNDERSTANDING LIFE – BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES” 

“FRUSTRATIONS OF LIFE” (Ecclesiastes 4:1-16) 

Solomon is a very wise man. He knows that his absolute statements in Ecclesiastes 3 of how a 
sovereign God maps out the important appointments in our lives will face criticisms. So in 
Ecclesiastes 4 he builds further evidence to show how pointless life is without God involved in 
our thinking.  

 
He turns to consider various circumstances of life, especially oppression. Wiersbe summarises this 
research as Solomon visiting four different places and watching several people go through a variety 
of experiences: 

1. In the courtroom the king witnessed three tragedies (v1-3):  

(1) oppression and exploitation in the halls of justice 

(2) pain and sorrow in the lives of innocent people 

(3) unconcern on the part of those who could have brought comfort  

2. In the marketplace (v4-8)  

(1) the industrious man 

(2) the idle man 

(3) the integrated man 

(4) the independent man  

3. On the highway (v9-12)  

(1) two are better than one when it comes to working 

(2) two are better than one when it comes to walking 

(3) two are better than one when it comes to warmth 

(4) two are better than one when it comes to care (especially at night)  

4. In the palace (v13-16)  

So I returned, and considered all the oppressions that are done under the sun: and behold the tears of such as were 
oppressed, and they had no comforter; and on the side of their oppressors there was power; but they had no 

comforter. Wherefore I praised the dead which are already dead more than the living which are yet alive. Yea, 
better is he than both they, which hath not yet been, who hath not seen the evil work that is done under the sun. 

(v1-3) 

The first area that Solomon focuses on is a perennial problem of oppression and injustice, “So I 
returned, and considered all the oppressions that are done under the sun.” Since the Fall, life has been hard 

 2 

for man. The Cains have been attacking the Abels! Sinners seek to sin against their fellow sinner, 
which is why in the summary of God’s moral law in the Ten Commandments many of the 
commandments deals with our duties to our fellow man. Bridges points out, “A sinful world is a 
world of selfishness. Men, instead of feeling themselves to be members of one great body, each 
bound to each other in mutual helpfulness, live only to seek their own, at whatever cost to their 
fellow creatures.” We should not be surprised when those who have no fear of God or a future 
judgment to come engage unjustly in politics, business, law etc. This injustice happens in the home, 
the workplace, the public arena, and even in the church. 

 
Without God to give hope of final justice and vindication, then life is an endless cycle of frustration 
for the oppressed, “and behold the tears of such as were oppressed, and they had no comforter; and on the side 
of their oppressors there was power; but they had no comforter.” Stalin, Hitler and Pol Pot murdered millions, 
yet none of them ever faced a court of law for their crimes – did they literally get away with murder?  

Furthermore, if there is no God, then both mankind and this universe are inevitably 
doomed so life has no purpose or meaning for a universe cannot generate its own meaning or 
value. Mankind is therefore slowly dying so we are like prisoners on death row just awaiting the 
execution call. That’s why Thomas Hobbes the 17th century atheist philosopher famously observed 
that life is “nasty, brutish and short.” If you believe that nihilistic philosophy, then Solomon argues, 
“Wherefore I praised the dead which are already dead more than the living which are yet alive. Yea, better is he 
than both they, which hath not yet been, who hath not seen the evil work that is done under the sun.” The only 
comfort for those who reject God is the grave. Solomon states the injustice of oppression and the 
tears of pain of the oppressed is so bad that it would be better to be dead or not yet born. For 
there is no peace for the oppressor or the oppressed in life.   

Of course Solomon’s conclusion is looking at life from the horizontal perspective without 
God. It is “under the sun”  he emphasises in verse 1 and 3. that Solomon is speaking about in these 
first three verses. For when we look at life without God’s involvement, it gives us these wrong 
conclusions.  The problem with that is that empty and bleak view of life is that it doesn’t add up 
to what we intuitively feel and observe. You see trying to deny the existence of a meaning of life 
does not eliminate it. It’s a bit like arguing that “I am not conscious” or “I am unable to think” 
when I intuitively know I am! We are all conscious deep in our hearts of an afterlife with a “day 
of reckoning” to follow. That’s why Solomon made clear in 3:17 that God will right every wrong, 
“I said in mine heart, God shall judge the righteous and the wicked: for there is a time there for every purpose and 
for every work.” The alternative argument is unthinkable. 



 3 

Again, I considered all travail, and every right work, that for this a man is envied of his neighbour. This is also 
vanity and vexation of spirit. The fool foldeth his hands together, and eateth his own flesh. Better is an handful 

with quietness, than both the hands full with travail and vexation of spirit. (v4-6) 

Solomon looks at another example from humanity. In this section of v4-8, Solomon exposes the 
emptiness of many who make it to the top. These verses capture much of the history of the human 
race. He studies the envy of men at the success of others, “Again, I considered all travail, and every right 
work, that for this a man is envied of his neighbour.” This leads man into a frenzied competition to try 
and outdo his neighbour. It is labelled as “ambition” and “competition” by the world but Solomon 
sees it as God sees it – driven by envy.  We are all easily drawn into this competition to keep up 
with the neighbours. As someone said, “We buy things we don't need with money we don't have to 
impress people we don’t like.” Solomon was, doubtless, one of the most envied men on the planet. 
He appeared to have it all – intelligence, looks, youth, wealth, an amazing mind, a great Empire. 
Ultimately, he concludes such a pursuit is an empty, meaningless situation, “This is also vanity and 
vexation of spirit. 

 
The wise King Solomon moves from one category of humanity to another and examines the fool 
who wastes his life. He sees the efforts required to get to the precarious top of the ladder and 
decides to quits the competition. Solomon compares this act of self-inflicted destruction to a 
cannibal who devours his own body, “The fool foldeth his hands together, and eateth his own flesh.” The 
fool rejects the opportunities and talents that providence has bestowed him. But rather he folds 
his arms and rejects them as if he would rather eat his own body than make any effort to succeed. 
Having contrasted these men, Solomon makes a conclusion. He asserts that a wise man is one who 
rejects all forms of envy and is content with what providence gives him, “Better is an handful with 
quietness, than both the hands full with travail and vexation of spirit.” Pritchard notes, 

“This is not an argument in favor of indolence but a call for balanced living. The wise 
person realizes that some things matter more than other things, that your career is not the 
measure of your self-worth, that having more money can’t replace the joy of spending time 
with people you love. Contentment means that you have everything you need right now. 
If you needed more, God would give it to you. Work hard, but don’t make work your god. 
When you want what you already have, you’ve discovered the rare jewel of contentment.” 

Then I returned, and I saw vanity under the sun. There is one alone, and there is not a second; yea, he hath 
neither child nor brother: yet is there no end of all his labour; neither is his eye satisfied with riches; neither saith 

he, For whom do I labour, and bereave my soul of good? This is also vanity, yea, it is a sore travail. (v7-8) 

Solomon’s final picture is a sad one: a successful yet discontented person alone with his money. 
Here is the self-made man, who has diligently pursued achievement but now faces the end of life 
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with no heir to succeed him, “yea, he hath neither child nor brother: yet is there no end of all his labour; neither 
is his eye satisfied with riches; neither saith he, For whom do I labour, and bereave my soul of good?” This lonely 
workaholic is also a fool. He asks himself two questions: 

1. For whom do I labour? – In other words, who is going to be receiving the fruit of my labour and 
will continue my legacy?  

2. Why am I depriving myself of enjoyment, “and bereave my soul of good?” I’ve spent my life 
accumulating all these things and have no time to even enjoy them. Aspirational living has no joy 
in the end. 

 
As the workaholic looks at his outward trappings of success he finds no fulfilment, “neither is his 
eye satisfied with riches” and as he looks for someone to remember him and build on his labours, he 
finds no fulfilment in that thought, “yea, he hath neither child nor brother: yet is there no end of all his 
labour.” The lazy man in v5 was a fool for wasting his life and the workaholic in v7 is also a fool 
for wasting his life by sacrificing everything in order that he might acquire more wealth that he 
can’t enjoy. Solomon, the wealthiest man who ever lived, reveals the hidden cost of fame and 
success.  

Two are better than one; because they have a good reward for their labour. For if they fall, the one will lift up his 
fellow: but woe to him that is alone when he falleth; for he hath not another to help him up. Again, if two lie 

together, then they have heat: but how can one be warm alone? And if one prevail against him, two shall 
withstand him; and a threefold cord is not quickly broken. (v9-12) 

Solomon now makes some conclusions from the evidence he has presented in v1-8. He compares 
the lonely life of the empty life of the workaholic with a life with companionship, “Two are better 
than one; because they have a good reward for their labour.” Rather than a life of envy, laziness or lonely 
pursuit of materialism, the wise King Solomon recommends companionship. Solomon gives four 
reasons why we are better together: 

(1) PRODUCTIVITY – Solomon notes that we do more together than we do by ourselves, “Two 
are better than one; because they have a good reward for their labour.” Working together is always more 
efficient.  

(2) ENCOURAGEMENT – he argues, “For if they fall, the one will lift up his fellow: but woe to him that 
is alone when he falleth; for he hath not another to help him up.” This falling is more than physical falling 
into a hole in the ground. It can represent any kind of trouble we find ourselves in from trouble, 
illness, financial crisis, mistakes, sin, discouragement, danger, temptation etc. A true companion 
and friend will lift up, not tear down.   
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(3) COMPANIONSHIP – Solomon notes the emotional, spiritual, and physical warmth from a 
close bond with others, “Again, if two lie together, then they have heat: but how can one be warm alone?”  

(4) STRENGTH – this union of companions makes them greater in strength than the sum of 
their parts, “And if one prevail against him, two shall withstand him; and a threefold cord is not quickly broken.” 
By using a proverb, “and a threefold cord is not quickly broken” he illustrates one of the obvious 
advantages of working together. DeHaan points out,  

“The third example is probably a continuation of the second. Solomon says that a man 
who journeyed alone was far more likely to be robbed than one who had a companion. In 
fact, the Preacher implies that the larger the company, the greater the degree of safety, for 
he quotes this well-known proverb of his day: ‘A three- fold cord is not quickly broken.’ 
This is similar to our current saying, ‘In unity there is strength.’ Everyone is aware that 
three strands woven together are more than three times as strong as a single one. Similarly, 
human experience shows that a group of people working together are far more effective 
than the same number when each goes his separate way. These simple illustrations from 
Solomon’s day, which show the advantage of associating with others, are supported by the 
general teaching of the entire Bible. The scriptures tell us that man’s most significant 
relationships besides that with God are with the family, society and the church.” 

 

 
 

Better is a poor and a wise child than an old and foolish king, who will no more be admonished. For out of prison 
he cometh to reign; whereas also he that is born in his kingdom becometh poor. I considered all the living which 

walk under the sun, with the second child that shall stand up in his stead. There is no end of all the people, even of 
all that have been before them: they also that come after shall not rejoice in him. Surely this also is vanity and 

vexation of spirit. (v13-16) 

Solomon turns to another comparison of a power struggle between a wise poor child and an old 
foolish king. In such a scenario, Solomon observes that it is generally better to be poor, young and 
wise than to be old, stubborn, foolish and powerful. For the young man is brimming with dreams 
and ideas for a brighter future and has an opportunity in life to better himself. He entertains the 
thought of the scenario of the young man winning the power struggle, “For out of prison he cometh to 
reign; whereas also he that is born in his kingdom becometh poor.” No doubt, the people cheer with 
excitement that good times are ahead. However, even if the poor young man succeeds the foolish 
old king to the throne, his success is short-lived, “There is no end of all the people, even of all that have 
been before them: they also that come after shall not rejoice in him.” It is a pyrrhic victory for the young king 
then becomes old just like his predecessor, and you are faced with the same problems. Eventually 

 6 

people tire of him and regard him as “old-fashioned” and not progressive enough. This new king 
then finally dies and is forgotten, ultimately rendering his wisdom useless. Heroes don’t last very 
long. Kidner reflects, “He has reached a pinnacle of human glory, only to be stranded there. It is 
yet another of our human anti-climaxes and ultimately empty achievements.” The frustrating cycle 
is repeated. 

 
 

This final thought leads Solomon to fall into despair again of life, “Surely this also is vanity and vexation 
of spirit.” Solomon had rubbed shoulders with all the great and the good. He had seen the young 
and old – the movers and the shakers of his generation. But he is left with emptiness in his soul 
observing their shallow lives. The top of the greasy pole of worldly success is a lonely and 
unsatisfying place. One writer noted, 

“No matter where they are on that ladder to the top ... or even if they are king of the hill 
.....they discover that nothing satisfies .. the American Dream is a lie – when viewed under 
the sun; in trying to keep up with the Joneses ... what you fail to understand is that the 
Joneses are not as happy and content as you might imagine  Solomon is not advocating 
that we sit life out on the side-lines with no ambition or dedication to our work. But he 
wants to drive home here the harsh reality that awaits those who life is consumed by trying 
to climb the world’s ladder of success.” 

Those who get to the top of the corporate tree find no real happiness there. They discover that 
there is no one that they can turn to and trust. The higher are the stakes; the more people would 
love to take your place. It’s a lonely spot. You can never let down your guard in the “dog eat dog” 
world they live in. The axe often falls without any explanation whatsoever. Competition and rivalry 
get you nowhere. Many live like Joseph Stalin, the great dictator of Russia, who was so afraid of 
assassination that he changed his bedroom every night. Every day they are afraid that someone 
younger, more ruthless and ambitious will come along with more power and knock them off their 
king-of-the-hill position. Eventually a rival, recession, retirement or death will remove them. It is 
no wonder Solomon is totally disillusioned with such a shallow life and declares, “Surely this also is 
vanity and vexation of spirit.” 

 
 


