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Pastor’s notes for the lesson on Ecclesiastes 7:1-4 

Ecclesiastes 7:1–4 (ESV) 

1 A good name is better than precious ointment, and the day of death than the day of birth. 2 It is 

better to go to the house of mourning than to go to the house of feasting, for this is the end of all 

mankind, and the living will lay it to heart. 3 Sorrow is better than laughter, for by sadness of 

face the heart is made glad. 4 The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the heart of 

fools is in the house of mirth. 

Why? 

Reasons in the text: 

1) This is the end of all mankind 

2) By sadness of face the heart is made glad 

3) The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning. 

 

There are four ways to understand this meditation upon death.  The categories must not be seen 

as completely segregated. 

 

First, Subversion, E.g., Seow. Qoheleth takes the standard wisdom of having a good reputation 

and subverts it by means of a reduction ad absurdum. Death is a positive evil. Mourning is 

painful.  Who would seek such evil? 

 

Second, Life is too painful, it would be better to just give up
1
. One could give some evidence 

for this from the first six chapters. However, the one who has no enjoyment in life lacks this 

because God withholds it, “God does not give him the power to enjoy them” (Eccl. 6:2). 

                                                             
1 Measure for Measure, Act III, scene 1 

Measure for Measure 
DUKE VINCENTIO 

Be absolute for death; either death or life 

Shall thereby be the sweeter. Reason thus with life: 

If I do lose thee, I do lose a thing 

That none but fools would keep: a breath thou art, 

Servile to all the skyey influences, 

That dost this habitation, where thou keep'st, 

Hourly afflict: merely, thou art death's fool; 

For him thou labour'st by thy flight to shun 

And yet runn'st toward him still. Thou art not noble; 

For all the accommodations that thou bear'st 

Are nursed by baseness. Thou'rt by no means valiant; 
For thou dost fear the soft and tender fork 

Of a poor worm. Thy best of rest is sleep, 

And that thou oft provokest; yet grossly fear'st 

Thy death, which is no more. Thou art not thyself; 

For thou exist'st on many a thousand grains 
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However, the complaint of Ecclesiastes is not that life is too painful to bear (although it does 

mention the pain of the oppressed, 4:1-2, 5:8-10), but rather that death is coming (3:19). 

Therefore, one must seek enjoyment in what one has in this life (3:22). 

 

The Christian may not seek death solely upon the ground that life is painful.  First, God does not 

tempt us beyond our capacity to bear (1 Cor. 10:13). Second, all things done by God are for good 

– that good being conformity to Christ (Romans 8:28-29). 

 

Third: Death Brings on Something Better 

This is a common Christian understanding of the text. It does not deny pain in death, but it does 

praise the good to come as better than the pain of death.  Example: 

 

Better to the godly, in regard, first, Of sin, which shall then be wholly subdued, Rom. 6:7; 

1 Cor. 15:26. If sin continued after death, death were not the last enemy. But in birth we 

are born in sin, Ps. 51:5; children of wrath Eph. 2:3. Yea, new birth leaveth much 

corruption still in us; we are born in sin, but we die in the Lord, Rev. 14:13; 1 Thes. 4:14. 

Secondly, O misery, which attendeth birth, Job 14:1, and 5:7. But death is a haven of rest 

after a sea of troublesome agitation and misery, Job 3:13, 14, 21, 22; Rev 14:13. Thirdly, 

Of grace, which will then be perfected, Heb. 12:23; 1 Cor. 13:12; Jude 24; Eph 5:27. 

Death is accounted an enemy to nature, but is a friend to grace; we are born unclean, Job 

25:4; John 3:6, but we die perfect. Fourthly, Of glory. Birth is the seed-time of 

corruption, Gal. 6:8; death is the seed-time of incorruption and glory, 1 Cor. 15:36, 42–

44. Birth putteth us into the hands of midwives and other weak women; death into the 

hands of the glorious and mighty angels, Luke 16:22. Birth bringeth us forth into a valley 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    

That issue out of dust. Happy thou art not; 

For what thou hast not, still thou strivest to get, 

And what thou hast, forget'st. Thou art not certain; 

For thy complexion shifts to strange effects, 
After the moon. If thou art rich, thou'rt poor; 

For, like an ass whose back with ingots bows, 

Thou bear's thy heavy riches but a journey, 

And death unloads thee. Friend hast thou none; 

For thine own bowels, which do call thee sire, 

The mere effusion of thy proper loins, 

Do curse the gout, serpigo, and the rheum, 

For ending thee no sooner. Thou hast nor youth nor age, 

But, as it were, an after-dinner's sleep, 

Dreaming on both; for all thy blessed youth 

Becomes as aged, and doth beg the alms 

Of palsied eld; and when thou art old and rich, 
Thou hast neither heat, affection, limb, nor beauty, 

To make thy riches pleasant. What's yet in this 

That bears the name of life? Yet in this life 

Lie hid moe thousand deaths: yet death we fear, 

That makes these odds all even. 
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of tears; death into our Master’s joy, Mat. 25:21. Birth into an estate of absence from the 

Lord, 2 Cor. 5:6; death bringeth us into his presence, 1 Thes. 4:17; 1 John 3:2. Birth 

bringeth us to labour, Job. 5:7; death to rest, Rev. 14:13, even Sabbath rest. Birth bringeth 

us into a larger and fairer world than our mother’s womb; but death into a larger and 

fairer than this. The starry roof of this world is but the pavement of that. 

A Brief Exposition With Practical Observations on the Whole Book of Ecclesiastes 

John Cotton 

 

Solomon tells us what will not give happiness:—Jesus, the “greater than Solomon,” tells 

us what will. Solomon could show nothing on earth that would give rest.—Jesus says, “I 

will give you rest.” Both ask “What profit?” Solomon asks, “What profit hath a man of 

all his labour which he taketh under the sun?” Jesus asks, “What shall it profit a man, if 

he shall gain the whole world and lose his own soul?” His gifts contrast gloriously with 

those named in this book. Instead of sinful mirth and wine, he gives the joys of 

communion with himself,—joys that the world knows not of. And he has in reserve 

unbounded delight. “In thy presence is fulness of joy, and at thy right hand there are 

pleasures for evermore.” 

 

Instead of houses, vineyards, gardens, and orchards of rare and delicious fruits, Jesus has 

in reserve, mansions of glory, a paradise of joy, and the “twelve manner of fruits” upon 

the trees of life. Instead of pools—“broken cisterns that hold no water,” he has in reserve, 

“the river of the water of life” flowing “from the throne of God and the Lamb.” Instead of 

men-servants and maidservants, he even now sends his angels as ministering spirits, to 

wait upon the heirs of salvation. Gabriel is not too great and too noble to watch over their 

path and their pillow. Instead of the silver and gold that are corruptible, he counsels us to 

buy of him gold tried in the fire that we may be rich. Instead of men-singers, women-

singers, and musical instruments, he will cause us to join the choir of “harpers harping 

with their harps.” Instead of worldly wisdom, greatness, and distinction, he gives us the 

true wisdom. He makes us kings and priests, and we shall reign for ever. Instead of 

worship formal and heartless, he causes his people to worship in spirit and in truth, and 

will exalt them to the glorious worship of those who sing and praise with the angels. 

Instead of a long life of earthly care, he gives those who love him immortal youth, which, 

when ages or cycles are ended, shall only just be reaching forth to the immortality before 

it. 

 

A Commentary on the Book of Ecclesiastes, 147-148 

Rev. Loyal Young 

1865 

See, also, Thomas Brooks, The Believer’s Last Day His Best Day. 
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This is certainly a correct statement of doctrine for the Christian. 

 

Fourth, Recognition of Death Brings Us to Faith 

 

Parallels Psalms 39, 49, 78 & 90 

 

Psalm 39: God has given David over to sorrow and pain, which leads him to repentance and to 

seek forgiveness from God.  Understanding vanity of life and coming of death, leads him to the 

wisdom to see that no true lasting happiness can be found here: 

 

4 “O LORD, make me know my end and what is the measure of my days; let me know 

how fleeting I am! 5 Behold, you have made my days a few handbreadths, and my 

lifetime is as nothing before you. Surely all mankind stands as a mere breath! Selah 6 

Surely a man goes about as a shadow! Surely for nothing they are in turmoil; man heaps 

up wealth and does not know who will gather! Psalm 39:4–6 (ESV) 

 

Psalm 49, The Sons of Korah explain that one should not fear the power or wealth of wicked 

men, for all die. But, “God will ransom my soul from the power of Sheol” (15): 

 

5 Why should I fear in times of trouble, when the iniquity of those who cheat me 

surrounds me, 6 those who trust in their wealth and boast of the abundance of their 

riches? 7 Truly no man can ransom another, or give to God the price of his life, 8 for the 

ransom of their life is costly and can never suffice, 9 that he should live on forever and 

never see the pit. 10 For he sees that even the wise die; the fool and the stupid alike must 

perish and leave their wealth to others. 11 Their graves are their homes forever, their 

dwelling places to all generations, though they called lands by their own names. 12 Man 

in his pomp will not remain; he is like the beasts that perish. Psalm 49:5–12 (ESV) 

 

Psalm 78: Asaph recounts the history of Israel so that those who hear will not be like the people 

who rebelled and rejected God.  He speaks of how God fed the people of Israel in the desert – 

and how they complained and rebelled, which brought on God’s judgment: 

 

32 In spite of all this, they still sinned; despite his wonders, they did not believe. 33 So he 

made their days vanish like a breath, and their years in terror. 34 When he killed them, 

they sought him; they repented and sought God earnestly. 35 They remembered that God 

was their rock, the Most High God their redeemer. Psalm 78:32–35 (ESV) 

 

It was only when they were made to “vanish like a breath” (hebel) that they turned and repented. 

Later in the psalm, he brings up the matter of reputation and shame (which also appears in 

Ecclesiastes 7:1): 
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66 And he put his adversaries to rout; he put them to everlasting shame. Psalm 78:66 

(ESV) 

 

Reputation can be before any number of persons. Thus, the shame is counted when and before 

whom? The only true shame will be the shame brought on by God. Because among human 

beings, all will be forgotten (Eccl. 1:11; 8:10). 

 

Psalm 90. In this Psalm, Moses contrasts the everlasting creative power of God with the frailty of 

human beings before the judgment of God: 

 

3 You return man to dust and say, “Return, O children of man!” Psalm 90:3 (ESV) 

 

It ends with a prayer to “teach us to number our days” so that we will learn to be satisfied in 

God, alone: 

 

12 So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom. 13 Return, O 

LORD! How long? Have pity on your servants! 14 Satisfy us in the morning with your 

steadfast love, that we may rejoice and be glad all our days. 15 Make us glad for as many 

days as you have afflicted us, and for as many years as we have seen evil. 16 Let your 

work be shown to your servants, and your glorious power to their children. 17 Let the 

favor of the Lord our God be upon us, and establish the work of our hands upon us; yes, 

establish the work of our hands! Psalm 90:12–17 (ESV) 

 

Meditation upon the truth and fact of death leads us to see our frailty – and thus our need. Our 

weakness in sickness, which is merely the first light breezes of the storm Death, leads us to 

repentance.  

 

Faith & dependence: 

 

30 If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness. 31 The God and 

Father of the Lord Jesus, he who is blessed forever, knows that I am not lying. 32 At 

Damascus, the governor under King Aretas was guarding the city of Damascus in order 

to seize me, 33 but I was let down in a basket through a window in the wall and escaped 

his hands. 1 I must go on boasting. Though there is nothing to be gained by it, I will go 

on to visions and revelations of the Lord. 2 I know a man in Christ who fourteen years 

ago was caught up to the third heaven—whether in the body or out of the body I do not 

know, God knows. 3 And I know that this man was caught up into paradise—whether in 

the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows— 4 and he heard things that 

cannot be told, which man may not utter. 5 On behalf of this man I will boast, but on my 
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own behalf I will not boast, except of my weaknesses— 6 though if I should wish to 

boast, I would not be a fool, for I would be speaking the truth; but I refrain from it, so 

that no one may think more of me than he sees in me or hears from me. 7 So to keep me 

from becoming conceited because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, a thorn 

was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me from becoming 

conceited. 8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me. 9 But 

he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in 

weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the 

power of Christ may rest upon me. 10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with 

weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I 

am strong. 2 Corinthians 11:30–12:10 (ESV) 

 

 

An Egyptian story: 

 

There is an Egyptian story which has very similar themes to that expressed in Ecclesiastes. There 

is no way of knowing whether Qoheleth interacts with or even considers this text. What it shows 

is that the problems are common human concerns: 

 

A man who suffers from life longs for death. Angered by his complaints, his ba
2
 threatens 

to leave him. This threat fills the man with horror, for to be abandoned by his ba would 

mean total annihilation, instead of the resurrection and immortal bliss that he envisages. 

He therefore implores his ba to remain with him, and not to oppose him in his longing for 

death, ....The ba counters his pleas by telling him that death is a sad business, and that 

those who have fine tombs are no better off than those who have none. It urges him to 

stop complaining and to enjoy life.  

 

“A man disputes with his ba” in Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature: Volume I: The 

Old and Middle Kingdoms (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973-), 163. 

 

The man responds with poems of how terrible the world is.  First, he recites a long poem for 

which every stanza begins, Lo my name reeks! 

 

The next poem begins with the line “To whom will I speak today?” It lists out a series of ills with 

the world. One in particular sounds like Ecclesiastes 1:11, “The past is not remembered” (line 

117). The third poem begins, “Death is before me today” – which is also a primary complaint of 

the first 6 chapters of Ecclesiastes. 

 

 

                                                             
2 Although the parallel is inexact, this is roughly the equivalent of his “soul”. 
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In the fourth and final poem he sings,  

 

    Truly, he who is yonder will be a living god, 

    Punishing the evildoer’s crime. 

 

Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature: Volume I: The Old and Middle Kingdoms 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973-), 168. Lichtheim refers to this as a praise of 

“resurrection” – but there is no resurrection here; rather it is a life in a different land outside of 

the world. On this point, the story radically differs from the Bible, in that the Bible seeks the 

restoration and recreation of the physical universe. 

 

His ba finally agrees to stay with him. 

 

 


