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Again I saw all the oppressions that are done under the sun (Ecclesiastes 4:1).  God gave Solomon a sense 
of all the oppressions that go on.  God sees it all.  Every single act of cruelty, of hate, of disdain, 
every demeaning word or deed.  We only get glimpses.  Particularly if we live in Western societies.  
If God gives you a glimpse in your spirit of all the oppression, of the tremendous burden that our 
fellow human beings carry, all of it added up together; if God gives you a glimpse of that, you will 
know that there’s no way, if your eyes were to be fully opened to it, that you could bear it.    !
Solomon saw it all.  As he looked at life for what it really is, God showed him all the oppressions.  
To what degree, to what depth and extent he saw, we don’t know.  But he saw and having seen he 
could never have been the same again.  In Solomon’s writings you see tremendous compassion for 
people, and a tremendous sense of justice - of what it takes to treat others rightly.  He shows there’s 
absolutely no way you can treat others completely rightly unless you’re centred on God.  God, who 
is justice.  God, who is compassion.  !
The oppressions are done.  These are acts, deeds, things done by one person to another.  Things that 
people have total and utter responsibility for.  These oppressions don’t just happen.  They’re not 
fated to happen. They’re not God’s fault. They’re choices made by one human being against 
another.  !
And behold, the tears of the oppressed, and they had no-one to comfort them! (4:1).  All the oppression 
weighs on this world so, so heavily.  Added together the tears would be a deluge, a flood.  
Sometimes the tears are shed openly, sometimes they’re shed deep in a person’s heart.  Catch a 
glimpse of them and you will weep.  And they had no one to comfort them!  This is the reality, my 
friends.  We like to think that everyone would have someone to comfort them.   Maybe you do, 
maybe I do.  But so very many do not.  Solomon is looking for someone to comfort them.  There 
should be someone to comfort them!  See Solomon’s heart here.  He sees all the oppression.  He sees 
the rivers of tears.  The first thing he does is look around for someone to comfort them.  That’s what 
he’s looking for, that’s his heart, that there would be someone to comfort each oppressed person.  
That’s a glimpse into God’s heart too.  And what really strikes Solomon, what breaks his heart is 
that there’s no-one! No-one to truly comfort them.   !
On the side of their oppressors there was power…  This is always the way.  Oppression of any kind is a 
way of asserting power over someone, or maintaining power over them.  This can be obvious, or it 
can be subtle. And there was no one to comfort them.    There’s a tyranny behind the order of things in 
this fallen world.  That’s just a fact.  A wicked, cruel, heartless tyranny, that has no concern 
whatsoever for those who are damaged or crushed by it.  There is no place in it whatsoever for the 
comforting of the afflicted.  The afflicted are not the priority. 
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It’s not easy to face this fact.  There’s so much peace and freedom and justice in our Western 
civilisation, thanks the the Christian values that have found their way in, that we’re easily blinded 
to what’s at the heart of things.  
  
Solomon’s next statement would seem extreme.  But remember, it’s being made by a man to whom 
God has shown all the oppression.  And I thought the dead who are already dead more fortunate than the 
living who are still alive.  But better than both is he who has not yet been and has not seen the evil deeds that 
are done under the sun (4:2-3).  This is not a cynic speaking.  This is someone whose eyes are open.  It 
can be hard for us to really see and face things like he did.  , either because of our religiousness 
(which detaches us from the way things really are on earth) or because we’re natural optimists 
(“look on the bright-side” type people), or because we just don’t want to see, we don’t want to look 
at it too closely; we don’t want our world invaded too much. But if we’re willing, God’s wisdom 
can cut through our religiousness or our natural optimism, and give us a glimpse of the way things 
really are.   !
Solomon paid a great price for his wisdom, for his eyes to be open.  He paid the price of heartbreak 
at seeing things in this world for what they really are. It’s easier to become cynical than to let your 
heart break. Solomon let his heart break.  !
But he didn’t stop there.  He looked at why.  Why the oppression?  Why the tears? Why the lack of a 
comforter? !
He gives the reason in the next verse; he takes all the oppression back to its root.  Then I saw that all 
toil and all skill in work come from a man’s envy of his neighbour.  This also is vapour and a striving after 
wind (4:4).  He’s not saying you shouldn’t work hard.  Elsewhere he greatly encourages a good work 
ethic.  But he’s asking us to open our eyes, to put away childish ways of seeing things and see with 
a fuller, more mature perspective.  Jesus said that what is highly prized among men is an 
abomination to God.  Solomon is telling us that our whole world system, our whole civilisation, 
however good it may look, whatever good may indeed be in it, is based on selfish ambition.   “I 
want what you’ve got, and I’m going to get it, whatever it costs you!”   And that, my friends, is 
what God calls murder.  You desire and do not have, so you murder (James 4:2).  Remember, God 
doesn’t just mean literal murder.  He means that you want things your way, so you’re going to 
demean someone else, you’re going to steal life from them in some way so you can get it.   !
You would see this literally if you lived somewhere like Iraq, Syria, North Korea, or Sudan, to name 
but a few countries.  The murderous basis of civilisation would be blindingly obvious to you.  We’re 
shielded from this stark reality in our Western civilisation. This is because Christian principles have 
shaped so much of how our society is run.  And because of the heavy, heavy price that others have 
paid to give us a stable society.  But at root, at the heart, it’s the same.   !
You might be surprised how our society benefits from murder.   !
- In Thailand, thousands of men work as slaves on fishing boats which feed the seafood 
industry.  Many get no pay for years at a time, and are not allowed to leave.  They’re threatened 
with extreme violence by their bosses; some are tortured and others killed.  One slave who escaped 
said, “We’re considered worthless.  A fish has more value than we do.  We’re less than human.”  
Profits matter more than life.  That’s murder.  But our society benefits from it.  It’s one of the reasons 
why you can buy cheap prawns or shrimp at the supermarket.   
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Anti-slavery campaigners say that our supermarkets actively support slavery by not acting against 
it.  If they really wanted to, they could work to get rid of it.   !
- In India, tea plantations are owned by groups which include at least one major British brand.  
These groups insist they can’t afford to pay the full legal minimum wage to tea-pickers.  Instead 
they pay half.  This makes the plantations attractive to slave traders. They come and promise these 
young ladies a better life and more money, and then enslave them in prostitution, or as unpaid 
housemaids where they’re often abused.  Campaigners who manage to rescue some girls say that a 
decent wage would help offer an alternative to slavery.  But then our tea would be more expensive, 
or companies would have reduced profits.  !
- I could go on.  I don’t know if the shirt I’m wearing right now was handled at some point by 
slaves.  It’s quite possible.  For example, the cotton in it could well have come from Uzbekistan, 
where 1.4 million children have been forced to work in the cotton fields and people who campaign 
on their behalf are arrested and tortured.  Your smartphone or computer contains products derived 
from Coltan, which may well have been mined by slaves in the Congo.  The list goes on and on.   !
Did you know, there are more slaves in the world today than ever before in human history?  
Knowingly or unknowingly, our society benefits from this.  Our wallets, our tables and our 
wardrobes benefit from human life being stolen for the sake of gain.   !
When we lived in Latin America we met numerous poor people who work extremely hard only to 
be refused their wages by their employers. As the apostle James wrote:  You have laid up treasure in 
the last days.  Behold, the wages of the labourers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, are 
crying out against you (James 5:3-4).   Closer to home, here in England, there are countless examples 
of employers who have little or no compassion on their workers when they genuinely fall ill; along 
with examples of employees who deceive their employers, stealing from them by taking time off 
sick when in fact they’re well.   !
And bringing it right to our hearts: Have you ever oppressed someone?  I absolutely guarantee it.    
I know I have.  Every time you go after what you want and in the process you devalue or demean 
someone else with your words or actions, whether it’s blindingly obvious or incredibly subtle, you 
are oppressing that person. !
In all these cases, because someone wants something, someone else is degraded, demeaned, or 
stolen from, either financially or in terms of their very life.  That’s what God calls murder.  Human 
civilisation is based on murder.  There’s a tyranny behind it and the tears of the oppressed are like a 
flood. !
The fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh (Ecclesiastes 4:5).  ‘The fool’ here doesn’t mean someone 
who just happens to be slow to understand things.  It’s someone who refuses to acknowledge God.  
Thus he folds his hands - refusing to make the effort to get God’s perspective on things, refusing to 
put his hand to what God has purposed for him.  Instead he pursues his own selfish gain, and ends 
up eating his own flesh, that is, not just harming others but actually destroying himself, losing his 
own soul.  As we shared with some young agnostics this week, if you live for yourself you don’t 
just lose your soul when you die.  You start losing it now.    !
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Better is a handful of quietness than two hands full of toil and a striving after wind (4:6).  The fool will be 
so busy pursuing his own goals, his selfish ambition.  It takes effort to do this; to refuse God’s 
advances, to keep on determined to go your own way.  There’s a  price you pay each time you 
refuse Him, and that price is something of yourself. Something in you dies.   It takes work to make 
life work without God.  You might appear to be getting more for yourself, gaining just what you 
wanted in life, but ultimately it’s like chasing the wind.  You can never actually get what your 
selfish ambition craves for.   !
Why is that?  Because Satan can’t create anything.  He can only take the good things God created 
and offer them to you in the wrong ways and at the wrong times.  He offers you an illusion. To 
pursue the illusion you have to leave the real thing behind.  For example,  Solomon warns in 
Proverbs chapter 5 about a married man who’s tempted by another woman.  He’s offered 
companionship, understanding and adventure.  Those things in themselves are good things, gifts 
from God, but this man is being offered them in the wrong way and at the wrong time.  He can 
leave his wife and pursue those things but he’ll never achieve them, because he’s left the possibility 
of the real thing behind, to try to find a dream-like version of it.  He’s left life behind and on the 
new path he’s starting to die.     !
What his selfish ambition craved for, companionship and understanding and adventure, was there 
for him, but he’s pursuing it his way and so he’s starting to lose everything. His two hands are full 
of toil as he chases after the wind.    It’s better to settle for a handful of quietness.  Superficially it 
may not look like very much compared to the illusion, but it’s infinitely more satisfying.  It’s life 
rather than death.  To pursue selfish gain is to sentence yourself to death.  To acknowledge God in 
all your ways is to shun death and find life. 

__________ !
This leads Solomon into writing about relationships.   One person who has no other…   (4:7-8) This is a 
person who’s living for himself.  He’s so occupied with the business of getting things his way, that 
he never actually stops to realise, “Hold on, who am I doing all this for?  I’m gaining all this, but 
I’ve got no-one to share it with!”.  How sad, to live like an island.   !
Relationship is at the heart of creation.  The whole Creation itself is about relationship. It was made 
by the Father through the Son Jesus, and now it’s being held in relationship to the Father by the Son 
and by the Spirit, until the day when it is all handed back to the Father; complete with a redeemed 
people who will live with Him forever.  It’s all about relationship, from beginning to end! (Or 
should I say beginning to beginning?) No wonder the man is these verses is never satisfied with 
riches.  No matter what you achieve, there’s absolutely no way you can be satisfied in life except 
through relationships. !
Real relationship is what takes things off the ground of murder and onto the ground of life. Off the 
ground of “I want what I want”, off the ground of grabbing for myself, and onto the ground of 
what’s best for the other person.  And then that benefits you both!  In other words, no relationship 
works properly if there are constant put-downs, constant attempts (conscious or unconscious) to 
have my own way and shut the other person down.  Real relationship means you aim to bring life 
to the other person, to edify, encourage, uplift them.  Even when this requires uncomfortable 
honesty, your goal is life for the other person!  And then ultimately life can flow between you both.  !
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Solomon goes on to greatly emphasise the centrality of relationship, of fellowship.  In relationship, 
he says, work becomes enlivened: Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil 
(4:9)  In relationship, rest is rich: If two lie together, they keep warm. (4:11)   And the comforter who was 
missing from the early verses of the chapter is found:  If they fall, one will lift up his fellow (4:10). 
  
And though a man might prevail against one who is alone, two will withstand him - a threefold cord is not 
easily broken (4:12). The basis of life is conflict.  The world system is based on murder, and God 
placed within us a will to live.  Right there is the conflict.  We live our everyday lives against this 
backdrop of conflict. Your body fights hunger, tiredness, sickness, ageing. Your mind fights 
distraction, apathy, weariness, confusion.  And as a believer, in your spirit you fight the forces of 
darkness that seek to steal, kill and destroy, whether in your life or another’s.  Love is engaged in 
conflict with hate; life is engaged in conflict with death.   !
Life is about conflict.  For victory, relationship is essential.  The enemy might prevail against one 
who’s alone.  But two, if they’re of one mind and heart, will withstand him. And then Solomon 
introduces a third - it’s a threefold cord that’s not easily broken.  He doesn’t specify who this third 
is.  In a powerful understatement, he takes it for granted that we’ll know that the third is God.  !
Relationship isn’t something God does.  It’s something God is.  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  In real, 
loving relationship one with another.  Solomon is inviting us into that relationship, with God and 
with others.  If we put ourselves into relationship, we change, and it becomes part of who we are, 
not just something we take part in.  !
John tells us the same thing.   Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has 
been born of God and knows God.  Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love… 
Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  No one has ever seen God; if we love one 
another, God abides in us and His love is perfected in us…. This commandment we have from Him: whoever 
loves God must also love his brother (1 John 4:7-8, 11-12, 21.)  Whoever does not love abides in death.  
Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him 
(1 John 3:14b-15). !
That brings us back full circle.  The weight of oppression in this world.  The tears of the oppressed.  
No-one to comfort them.  The tyrannical, murderous basis of our world system.  The selfish 
ambition that would drive us to diminish, demean or destroy the life in another - in other words to 
hate, to murder.  Whether in obvious or subtle ways.  But the incredible opportunity we have to 
choose love instead of hate, life instead of murder.  How so?  Through relationship!  That I do not 
live for myself; I live with and  for the one who died for me.  And not only with and for the one who 
died for me, but with and for others.  Let each one of us please his neighbour for his good, to build him up.  
For Christ did not please Himself, but as it is written, “The reproaches of those who reproached you fell on 
me.”…. Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God. (Romans 15:2-3, 7) !

__________ !
I saw all the living who move about under the sun… There was no end of all the people…(4:13-16).    God 
shows Solomon everyone moving about on the earth.  In an instant God can show you that.  What a 
tremendous, enormous vision.  And amongst all these people going about their lives, Solomon 
focuses on this one poor, wise youth who rises to the throne.   !
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This youth has a  powerful life story.  He comes from  obscurity, perhaps from being one of the 
oppressed, one of those who shed many tears, and rises to a position of power and authority over 
multitudes; multitudes who rejoice in his wise leadership.  What a wonderful story of a wonderful 
life.  Yet, Solomon sees that even this youth with his incredible story will die, and those who come 
later won’t rejoice in him.  He’ll be forgotten.   !
Solomon sees everyone on the face of the planet, moving about, going about their lives; and focuses 
on this one man.  He could just as well have focused on any other man.  He could have focused on 
someone like you or me.  Whether we’re looking at the whole of humanity moving backwards and 
forwards, or some individual person, death brings an end to it all.  Surely, he says, this also is vapour 
and a striving after wind (4:16).   In the end, death makes it all meaningless.  We know from the rest of 
the book that what Solomon wants us to see here is that without God everything, absolutely 
everything is meaningless.  If we are to see clearly, we must take God’s perspective.  Our eyes must 
be open both to earth and heaven.  May God open our eyes.  And may I encourage you to choose 
life, to choose love, to choose relationship.  !
Pastor Behnam Irani has now been imprisoned in Iran for 3 years, 2 weeks, and 2 days.  His crime 
was simply to share Jesus with his people.  He’s been forcibly separated from his wife and their two 
young children.  He’s been beaten and tortured by prison guards and other prisoners.  He’s 
continued to love and share Jesus in prison.  A week ago, he was visited by secret police agents in 
his jail cell, beaten up, and taken to a judge. Since then he’s disappeared.  Only the Iranian 
authorities know where he is.  Behold, the tears of the oppressed. !
More recently his two co-pastors, Silas and Amim, have also been taken from their wives and young 
families,  imprisoned without charge and tortured.  Behold, the tears of the oppressed. !
Pastor Saeed Abedini, from the United States, has been imprisoned in Iran for the last two years; 
regularly mocked, humiliated, and tortured.  He’s continued to share Jesus and he testifies that he’s 
seen the Morning Star many times in the darkness of the prison.   His wife and two young children 
await him at home.  Last September was his Rebekka’s seventh birthday.  Her Mum Naghmeh 
asked her what she wanted.  “Daddy.”  She then asked how many more birthdays she would 
celebrate without him, and her Mum had to answer, “I don’t know.”  Behold the tears of the oppressed.   !
By the grace of God and through the sacrifice of those who’ve gone before us, we in the West live in 
peaceful nations with great freedom.  God has given us our peaceful context that we might love our 
brothers in great need, such as these families I’ve just mentioned.   Relationship demands that we 
do.   !
But the question is, between them and us, who truly is in need?  These suffering brothers and sisters 
value eternal things; while we can allow our peaceful context to trick us into fixing our eyes on 
earthly things.  Maybe we need these oppressed as much, if not more, than they need us.  They 
remind us that love, justice, compassion, aren’t just abstract ideals;  they’re a person - the person of 
Jesus Christ.  And they can be personified in His faithful children.   These oppressed need us to lift 
them up, and we need them to lift us up.    !!!
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And this applies closer to home also.  I came away sad from a long conversation with a young 
atheist on Friday.  It broke my heart that his approach was so narrow, excluding everything that he 
couldn’t see, measure or touch.  It broke my heart that our society had trained him so well to be this 
way, to push life away.  It broke my heart that he was angry and upset that someone would 
encourage him to lift up his eyes and look beyond his horizons.  So I came away sad, but also 
thanking God that way beyond the many things I said to him, what mattered was that it was being 
said by a living, breathing person who was sat there next to him, showing love to him.  In other 
words, I thanked God for relationship - God’s vehicle to bring life where death would otherwise 
prevail.   !!!!

www.wellministries.co.uk

�7

http://www.wellministries.co.uk

