
Sermon: The Rat Race 
 
Text: Ecclesiastes 4 
 
Introduction: 
 
In Ecclesiastes 4, the Preacher (Qoheleth—“The Critic”—Solomon) talks about the following 
subjects: Oppression, Envy, Isolation, Companionship and Wisdom. To begin with, he 
addresses the awful reality of oppression (Ecclesiastes 4:1-3). First of all – let’s notice that 
oppression doesn’t go unnoticed. The Preacher considered it. And God notices it, too. But we 
need to understand that this is one of the chapters in Ecclesiastes where God seems to be out 
of the picture. He isn’t directly mentioned at all (although there is an indirect reference when 
Solomon mentions a cord of 3 strands in verse 12). There’ are times in these twelve chapters 
when the Preacher can comfort himself that God will make all wrongs right. But here in 
Ecclesiastes 4, the Preacher doesn’t bring God into the picture. 
 
Now, again, the Preacher wants to lead us through this thought about oppression – not as a 
king who can actually do something about oppression – but as a critic (skeptic) who is 
experiencing it just like anyone else who has no power to change it. And in this case, the 
Preacher wants to lead us through this scenario as one who isn’t even able to comfort himself 
with the thought of God’s future judgement. How does a lost person – who’s sensitive to the 
plight of the oppressed, and yet can’t do anything about it – how do they view this oppression? 
 
The Preacher certainly notices this oppression, and is deeply trouble by it. He sees the tears 
and hears the cries of the oppressed. He witnesses the (often) total lack of anyone to comfort 
or defend them. And, in fac,t the ones who are doing the oppressing have power on their side. 
They can force their oppression on others. His initial conclusion is that the dead actually have 
it better. Ugh! The dead are to be praised or considered more fortunate or congratulated. 
Why? Because they’re not around to see this maddening injustice. 
 
Next, the Preacher turns to consider work. In particular, he leads us through finding balance in 
the realities of work (Ecclesiastes 4:4-6). Sadly, he observes, instead of being content in what 
we have and what we’re able to do—so many hold on to envy. They attack others to make 
themselves advance or appear better. We can, at times, benefit from competition. But no 
one benefits from envy. And while you’re avoiding envy (Ecclesiastes 4:4)–avoid laziness in 
regard to work. Avoid envy. Avoid laziness. And avoid overworking yourself just to get ahead 
materially. Find balance in the realities of work. 
 
Now, the Preacher moves on to consider the benefits of companionship (Ecclesiastes 4:7-12). 
In a sense, Ecclesiastes 4:7-8 are a continuation of the previous section about finding a 
balance in your work life. He transitions into considering companionship. Two are better than 
one. In all of this, the Preacher wants to remind us that in this life, wisdom is excellent (v. 13)– 
and yet, the one who has it will still end up being forgotten just like everyone else. And again, 
in this section, God is left out of the picture. Wisdom is great – but without God it’s useless. It 
doesn’t matter how wonderful your life is if you don’t have God. Because (as the Critic 
concludes) your life will end and everyone will forget about your remarkable achievements. 
 
 
  



Examination:    

 Read Ecclesiastes 4 
o What subject does the Preacher begin discussing in 4:1? Define oppression.  
o What problems does he say oppressed people have?  
o Ware are some examples that show this problem still exists today.  
o What viewpoint does the Preacher express in 4:2,3 regarding oppression?  
o Explain the significance of the Preacher’s conclusion? (Think: Should we 

conclude that it is always better to be dead or never to have been born than to 
be alive?)  

o What problem is discussed in 4:4? In what sense is this vain?  
o Can you think of other passages in Scripture that discuss the problem of envy? 
o  In contrast to the person who is envied for their work, what do some people 

do – 4:5? What consequences follow? Explain.  
o To you knowledge—does the bible talk at all about laziness? 
o In contrast to laziness, how do some people live (4:6)?  
o Discuss the proper balance that people should pursue between work and other 

responsibilities.  
o What kind of vain conduct is discussed in 4:7,8? What should this person do 

instead of this conduct?  
o Explain what subject the Preacher discusses in 4:7-12. How would you 

summarize his point? 
o List four reasons he gives to show that two are better than one. For each one, 

explain the sense in which it is true.  
o Where else does the Bible talk about the importance of people working 

together or helping one another in their needs and problems? 
o Discuss situations that illustrate the fact that two can be better than one.  
o What dangers or concerns should we be aware of when working with others?  
o What subject is discussed in 4:13-16?  
o Why would one usually not expect a poor youth to be wise or an old king to be 

foolish?  
o What do you think is meant by, “no longer knows how to head a warning”? 
o Can you think of other passages of Scripture that talk about the importance of 

being willing to accept admonition or advice or reproof? 
o Why do older people sometimes resent admonition? What lessons should we 

learn?  
o How is the poor, wise youth treated in the end? Why is this vain?  

 
Application: 
 
This entire chapter seems to be addressing the many downfalls of getting trapped in the “rat 
race.” Without realizing it, we so easily compare ourselves with others—and fall into the trap of 
envy or unhealthy competition. What are some ways that this might be true of you and your 
family? 
 
How is all of this a reflection of life that ignores God? 
 
What is one thing you can do this week to slow down, and simply appreciate God’s gift of life? 


