
LESSON 8 | THE LIMITATIONS OF WISDOM (7:15-29)  1
In the first six chapters of Ecclesiastes the Teacher has shared with us his search for meaning (1:1-2:24) and 
observations gleaned during the course of his search (3:1-6:12). He has frequently repeated his conclusions:


‣ Life “under the sun” (apart from God) is meaningless (1:2; 1:14; 2:11)

‣ Yet there is good that one can do in this life: eat, drink, and find joy in one’s work, all of which is a gift from 

God (2:24-26; 3:12-13; 5:18-20)


In the remaining six chapters the Teacher shares his counsel through a mixture of proverbs and narration. He 
shares wisdom designed to help his readers make the most of life. As we saw last week in the first half of 
chapter 7, the Teacher shows us several benefits of wisdom through a series of comparisons. His 
estimation of what is better may often sound strange, but it comes from what he has learned from experience 
and the wisdom he acquired along the way. Now, in the second half of Ecclesiastes 7, the Teacher wants to 
show his readers the limits of wisdom. He counsels us to acknowledge our own limitations, warning against 
living at extremes and against the presumption that we can find the answer to every question in life.


The Limitations of Wisdom 
Wisdom is a good thing and is certainly better than folly. However, the Teacher has been insistent throughout 
Ecclesiastes that human wisdom is limited. Moreover, possessing wisdom does not enable us to totally 
comprehend or control of the universe, much less our own lives. It is God who created it and rules over it. 


There is a certain amount of “profit” in wisdom (as in 2:13). It is a good and useful thing that allows us to arrive 
at important conclusions about the world. It points us in the direction of contentment — although it can also 
bring sorrow and grief because it enables clear insight about the nature of things (see 1:18). Nevertheless, 
possessing wisdom does not give us complete control over our existence, and it certainly doesn’t solve the 
problem of death (e.g., 2:14–16). Wisdom operates within fixed parameters, and in our current section we 
return to consider this broader reality within which wisdom operates:


‣ Wisdom, leading on to righteous living, is an excellent thing (7:19). 

‣ Yet it is only partially grasped by human beings (7:23–25), and righteousness is always mixed in with 

wickedness (7:20–22, 27–29). 

‣ The pursuit of wisdom and righteousness brings no guarantees about how life will work out (7:15). 

‣ The wise person accepts these mixed experiences as reality and does not struggle against it 

(7:13-14,16-18). He or she accepts the limitations that God has set on human life.


 Lesson notes are adapted from Iain Provan’s discussion on this passage in Ecclesiastes (NIVAC), pp. 150-571
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Thus the Teacher continues to balance appreciation for wisdom with critique of its potential — and of the way 
that it was sometimes used within his own culture. What can wisdom really achieve? What is it really for?


A Puzzle and a Puzzling Response 
7:15 The Teacher begins this passage by focusing on a major puzzle that confronts us all. All of our energy 
spent in trying to control and preserve our lives is next to worthless. “There is a righteous man who perishes in 
his righteousness, and there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his evildoing” (7:15). There is no secret 
formula to life that if we could just figure it out we could make everything happen the way we hope.


The Teacher has lived long enough to observe this paradox: some righteous people die young while some 
wicked people become old. It doesn’t seem right, does it? How can God allow this? The Psalmist laments,


	 Such are the wicked; 
	      Always at ease, they increase in riches. 
	 All in vain I have kept my heart clean 
	      And washed my hands in innocence 
	 For all day long I have been plagued, 
	      And am punished every morning. (Psalm 73:12-14) 

"All in vain I have kept my heart clean….to obey God…to do the right thing.” If obedience to God was all in 
vain, why bother? Why not give it up? 


Christians today face the same dilemma. Followers of Christ don’t always ways live to an old age. Devoted 
Christians are not immune to cancer. They are not immune to injuries. They are not immune to being hurt by 
disasters. When people observe this, they may think that God is punishing them. And so they try hard to be 
more righteous. Or, conversely, they are tempted to give up. What's the use anyway? 


That's the issue the Teacher is dealing with in this passage. When we see bad things happening to good 
people, should we try harder to please God? Or should we give up? The Teacher's advice may surprise us. 
He writes in verses 16 and 17, "Do not be too righteous, and do not act too wise; why should you destroy 
yourself? Do not be too wicked, and do not be a fool; why should you die before your time?”


7:16 Wisdom is clearly attractive to many people, as the book has shown, precisely because it appears to 
offer the possibility of control over life. The wise, and consequently righteous, person (it is thought) can 
guarantee for herself divine blessings, including long life and wealth, while the foolish, and consequently 
wicked, person guarantees for herself only doom.


The Teacher offers a warning to us. He is not saying that pursuing righteousness is bad. Jesus said, “Seek 
first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (Matthew 6:33). 
There are countless places throughout Scripture that encourage the pursuit of righteousness. Rather, the 
Teacher is warning his readers not to use their righteousness to manipulate God, expecting it to be 
returned with prosperity or a long life. A godly, righteous life does not make us exempt from tragedy.


There will always be the temptation in our heart for self-righteous entitlement. We may believe that we do not 
deserve trial, persecution, or tragedy because we have lived a certain way. To this, the Teacher says: “In the 
day of prosperity be joyful, and in the day of adversity consider: God has made the one as well as the other, 
so that humans may not find out anything that will be after them” (7:14). 
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Those who pursue wisdom or righteousness for “gain” in this sense, hoping to gain an edge over God and 
force God’s hand, are in no different position to those who pursue foolishness and wickedness. We 
deceive ourselves if we think it is possible to escape sin and become the kind of blameless person that verse 
16 implies, as the Teacher will go on to argue later in the passage (7:20, 27-29).


7:17 The second warning the Teacher offers is not to be overly wicked or be a fool. He also understands 
that living with this paradox of the early death of the righteous can cause others to forsake the faith 
completely. Some experience tragedy or see godly people suffer young, and they throw up their hands and 
say, “If I worked hard to be righteous and that didn’t work, why don’t I just live it up? If bad things are going to 
happen regardless of what I do, then what’s the point?” The Teacher is not advocating for a small amount of 
wickedness or giving a license to sin just as long as it’s not excessive. He’s warning his readers not to give up 
and give themselves to wickedness when tragedy strikes.


7:18 The Teacher doesn’t explain why the righteous die young or why the wicked prolong their life. He doesn’t 
explain because he can’t fully explain it. We all want to know “Why?” And the Teacher is trying to help us by 
saying, “We don’t know.” There are limits to human wisdom. Instead, he focuses on what we do know. One 
of the recurring themes in the second half of the book of Ecclesiastes is how we cannot find out what comes 
after us. We may not ever fully understand this side of eternity why things happen as they do, but we can deal 
with them in the “fear” (that is, “awe, wonder, reverence”) of the Lord. 


Both good things and bad things happen to us. God is present with us either way. This means that something 
larger than our prosperity and something larger than our adversity has a hold on us. We don’t give up on God 
or try to manipulate him, but we trust him. We do not know our future, but we know who holds our future.


The wise person knows that righteousness does not infallibly produce life in the short term, just as 
wickedness does not inevitably lead on, in the short term, to death (v. 15). The embrace of wisdom does not 
give one leverage over God, so that the future becomes predictable. As chapter 3 has reminded us, it is God 
who controls the “times,” and the times are varied. 


Thus, the wise person accepts the world as he or she finds it, receiving both good and bad from God and 
acknowledging that either might lie in the future (v. 14). The truly wise person will grasp hold of both the 
pieces of advice contained in verses 16–17, therefore, embracing not only the obvious truth of verse 17 but 
also the perhaps less obvious truth of verse 16.    


One should not believe one’s self to be more righteous or wise than they really are, and therefore 
deserving of God’s favor – any more than they should be brazenly wicked or completely foolish in their 
beliefs and actions. As verse 18 points out, it is the one who fears God that will come ahead in the end. If 
indeed it is reverence for God that motivates the pursuit of wisdom and righteousness, then it is a good thing.


7:19-22 These verses further explain the message of verses 15–18. Wisdom may be pursued from bad 
motives and its pursuit may result in bad consequences, yet in itself wisdom is a good thing. It is vastly 
superior, in fact, to political or military power (v. 19), which is dependent on wisdom for its success. One wise 
person is “more powerful than ten rulers in a city.” To know and to understand the ways of the world places 
one in a position of great advantage in respect of others who may have some power but no understanding. It 
is because wisdom brings power that it is so attractive to so many (note Matt. 13:54). 
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This is also the reason why it’s so dangerous in a world where sin has touched every life. The Teacher reminds 
us that the wise person will still be a flawed person, because they are human. No one is sinless (7:20), no 
matter how intently a person pursues God. Verse 22 identifies by way of example one such flaw (cursing 
others in one’s heart). He advises that we should not be too attentive to the words of others and (presumably) 
take action against them, for “your heart knows that many times you have yourself cursed others.”


One’s attitude to other people should be conditioned by the awareness of one’s own flawed humanity. The 
truly wise person who fears God and remembers who he or she is (vv. 18, 20) will also remember who one’s 
neighbor is and will act accordingly.


7:23-29 With these verses we move toward the conclusion of the whole chapter. The Teacher’s reflections on 
wisdom in this section, motivated by a determination to be wise, have convinced him of the complexity of it 
all. No one can “discover” wisdom itself in all its mystery; it is “beyond” him.


CONNECTIONS TO JESUS & THE NEW TESTAMENT 
‣ Given the Teacher’s conclusion, it is necessary when considering wisdom constantly to remind ourselves — 

and to be reminded by Scripture— of the true nature of things. What can wisdom really achieve? What is it 
really for? The biblical answer is that wisdom can never achieve for human beings the kind of control over 
life to which they aspire. At all times it is God who controls the times; at all times it is God who rules the 
universe. Knowing the limits of wisdom is part of wisdom. The more we know, the more we should realize 
how little we know, and that whatever wisdom we gain comes as a gift from God.


‣ One of the first steps in true wisdom is the acceptance of this reality and thus the truth that while wisdom is 
indeed light for life, it cannot be a means of gaining autonomous control of life. The New Testament 
achieves the necessary balance here by linking true wisdom firmly with the person of Jesus and by 
confronting any wisdom that ultimately stands apart from him. 


‣ There is a human wisdom that opposes God and that God opposes. It is a wisdom God intends to frustrate 
(1 Cor. 1:17–21). Christ, by contrast, is himself “the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor. 1:24, 30). 
All truth and wisdom are ultimately focused on Jesus and come from him (1 Cor. 12:8; Eph. 1:8; Col. 1:9).


‣ More to the point in reference to Ecclesiastes 7:13–29 are the New Testament’s various challenges to those 
who seek to manipulate God by means of the accumulation of righteousness (cf. the letter to the Galatians). 
Even the pursuit of virtue, when it is the pursuit of control over God and his actions present and future rather 
than the pursuit of God himself, is false religion.


‣ True wisdom and righteousness has at its heart love for God and love for neighbor, in which the self 
looks outward and gives itself away to others. It knows nothing of the selfish manipulation of God and the 
self-interested helping of my neighbor that is part of such manipulation. It is reverence for God (which is 
connected to love for neighbor) that must motivate the pursuit of righteousness, as indeed the pursuit of 
wisdom. True wisdom is in fact always connected with love for neighbor as well as for God (Matt. 11:19; 
James 3:13–17).


Who is wise and understanding among you?  
Let them show it by their good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom. (James 3:13)  
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 DISCUSSION 
1. Who are the wise people that you go to when you need advice or direction? What have you learned about 

wisdom from them? Have you learned anything about the limitations of wisdom?


2. Why do people find it difficult to embrace the fact that life has its limitations? 


3. What is your reaction to the problem described in 7:15, that the pursuit of wisdom and righteousness 
brings no guarantees about how life will work out? How do you tend to react when life is unfair?


➡ How do you tend to react when life is unfair? Do you feel like you need an answer or explanation? How 
does that put you in touch with God or out of touch with God?


4. The Teacher warns against living by the idea that some might call “Christian Karma”: Wise and righteous 
people (it is thought) can guarantee for themselves God’s blessings, including long life and wealth, while 
the foolish and wicked person guarantees for themselves only destruction. 


➡ How have you seen this idea of “Christian Karma” in our world today? How have you noticed it in the 
language we use on Sunday mornings or in your own decision making throughout the week? Have you 
seen faithful people struggle with their faith (or give up on it altogether) after tragedy strikes because 
they believed this was true? 


5. Based on what we see in 7:16-18, how would you summarize the Teacher’s instruction for how to live in 
right relationship with God?

 

➡ It’s probably easy to envision what it means to be “excessively wicked” (v.17), but how is it possible to 

be “excessively righteous and...overly wise”? (v.16).


➡ What are the wrong motivations for wise/righteous living? How do you know when you are acting out of 
the right motivations?


➡  (Read James 3:13-18: How does this passage compare to your answers?)


6. The Teacher reminds us that the wise person will still be a flawed person, because they are human. No one 
is sinless (7:20), no matter how intently a person pursues God. How can you relate v. 20 to your life? How 
has your life been changed by the understanding that no one is righteous (or wise) on their own? 
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