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from John W. Ritenbaugh

Ecclesiastes
and Christian Living
I

Part Five: Comparisons

n Ecclesiastes 3, Solomon gives those of us
whom God has called wondrous knowledge
capable of filling our minds with great possibilities. In it, God confirms that these possibilities
can be fulfilled because He, from His sovereign
position on high, is overseeing our preparations for
His Kingdom. He controls time and events, doing
it in such a way as to create His purposes in us
without denying us the use of our free-moral agency.
In this way, we bear some responsibility for
making right choices, and thus we play a role in our
preparations. We must make our choices by faith,
voluntarily giving ourselves in submission to His
will and way. He tests and proves the validity of
our faith while creating circumstances for us to
navigate through, overcoming the conditions that
the trials present. He gives us gifts by means of
His Spirit to enable us to make right choices and
bring glory to Him as we grow and overcome.
However, by his use of the term “moreover” in
Ecclesiastes 3:16, tied together with the phrase
“under the sun,” Solomon signals a change of
direction in his instruction: “Moreover I saw under
the sun: In the place of judgment, wickedness was
there; and in the place of righteousness, iniquity
was there.” In other words, in places within a
culture where godliness must prevail so that people
can live a truly good quality of life, he instead found
the grave impact of evil.
It is as if he has opened a door back to the harsh
realities of this evil world, in which God has

consigned us to live to prepare for His Kingdom.
Living in this world while maintaining an “over the
sun” way of life can be discouraging and difficult
because its ever-present evil influences surround
us, attempting to lure us into compromising with
God’s ways.
Overall, however, Ecclesiastes 3 is a strong,
positive reminder of God’s great gifting of us. In
the face of everyday realities, though, we sometimes manage to forget to be thankful for that,
allowing dangerous thoughts to arise that could
motivate us back toward the world. Thus,
Ecclesiastes 3:22 urges us to be content, exhorting
us not to allow ourselves to be drawn into vanities,
the often-attractive realities that the world holds
out to us as invitations to rejoin it. Discouragement
and a wandering mind go hand in hand.
God provides us with illustrations from others
who have gone before us in this way of life to help
us understand that what we must overcome is a
common aspect of His way. I Kings 19:3-5 involves Elijah:
And when he saw that, he arose and ran for
his life, and went to Beersheba which belongs to Judah, and left his servant there. But
he himself went a day’s journey into the
wilderness, and came and sat down under a
broom tree. And he prayed that he might die,
and said, “It is enough! Now, LORD, take my
life, for I am no better than my fathers!”
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Then as he lay and slept under a broom tree, suddenly
an angel touched him, and said to him, “Arise and eat.”
Jeremiah 20:14-18 is another vivid example of the
pressure brought on God’s servants despite the wonderful
gifts given to them. Jeremiah is the speaker:
Cursed be the day in which I was born! Let the day
not be blessed in which my mother bore me! Let the
man be cursed who brought news to my father,
saying, “A male child has been born to you!” making
him very glad. And let that man be like the cities
which the LORD overthrew, and did not relent; let him
hear the cry in the morning and the shouting at noon,
because he did not kill me from the womb, that my
mother might have been my grave, and her womb
always enlarged with me. Why did I come forth from
the womb to see labor and sorrow, that my days
should be consumed with shame?
The pressures placed on us are no different in principle
from what God put these men under. Their examples leave
no doubt about their humanity. Their discouragement proves
that, for a while, running back into the world seemed
attractive to them too. Know this, however: His servants
endured and overcame because of God’s patience, faithfulness, and power. Given all the depressing things that
happen in this world, it is easy to think that we would be better
off never having been called. But God reminds us that He is
continuously judging those in the world as He oversees the
purpose toward which He is guiding His servants.
Do we believe that in God’s promises we are given the
certainty of salvation if we remain faithful? If we believe,
it gives us hope and joy. It is when we doubt that the level
of temptation to flee rises. Yet, unlike them, we know the
rest of the story. God did not abandon them; they survived
and will be in God’s Kingdom.
Ecclesiastes 3:22 is penetrating and fitting advice because we all have a tendency to let our minds drift. But
nothing in the world can even begin to compare with having
the assurance of eternal life in glory with God. Nothing can
trump God’s promises never to leave nor forsake us.
We must learn to live each day by faith, patiently,
contentedly accepting each day’s occurrences as they
come, knowing we have been greatly blessed with something far more valuable than those in the world. Those in
the world should be envying us!

Better off Dead or Never Born?
Solomon writes in Ecclesiastes 4:1-3:
Then I returned and considered all the oppression that
is done under the sun: And look! The tears of the
oppressed, but they have no comforter—on the side
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of their oppressors there was power, but they have no
comforter. Therefore I praised the dead who were
already dead, more than the living who are still alive.
Yet, better than both is he who has never existed, who
has not seen the evil work that is done under the sun.
Solomon brings his thoughts back to the present, marveling at the injustice occurring without anything being done
about it by those in a position to turn these sad affairs in a
right direction. We know why these evil things occur
because God has shown us, but that is not Solomon’s
interest at this juncture. His overall interest is still on the
frustrating meaninglessness of life lived by the vast bulk of
the citizenry. It so amazes him because, even all the way
back then, the knowledge that would greatly improve
people’s lives was readily available in God’s Word.
The head-shaking reality that disturbs Solomon continues to this day. To some degree, his mind is still on his
disappointment over the evil “justice” system, what caused
it, and possible solutions for it. Are we not experiencing
similar problems? Where is God? In our culture it appears
that almost nobody makes a sincere effort to seek God and
His way.
This reality fills Solomon with a high degree of frustration because God gave Israel an adequate court system
based on His own laws. Thus, he reaches the arresting
conclusion that a person is better off dead because his
struggles against what is occurring without change would
be over. Better still, he says, is never to have been born!
Let’s review what God gave Israel regarding a court
system:
Listen to my voice; I will give you counsel, and God
will be with you: Stand before God for the people, so
that you may bring the difficulties to God. And you
shall teach them the statutes and the laws, and show
them the way in which they must walk and the work
they must do. Moreover you shall select from all the
people able men, such as fear God, men of truth,
hating covetousness, and place such over them to be
rulers of thousands, rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties,
and rulers of tens. And let them judge the people at
all times. Then it will be that every great matter they
shall bring to you, but every small matter they themselves shall judge. So it will be easier for you, for they
will bear the burden with you. (Exodus 18:19-22)
The overview is given in this simplified way to let us
know that administration of their courts was well-organized. They began with an adequate system for spreading
the workload so disputes could be settled quickly. This was
implemented even before Israel reached Mount Sinai and
the formal giving of God’s law. The context indicates a great
deal of bickering among them. Verse 16 reveals that God’s
laws were to be the basis for their judgments. It also

suggests that some already had a considerable knowledge
of God’s laws. Verse 21 sets the qualification standards for
the judges, which are based in God’s character standards.
In Deuteronomy 1:9-18, Moses reiterates and further
details what is given in Exodus 18, but now it is forty years
later, during the last month of Israel’s journey as they
prepared to enter the Promised Land.
As for Solomon, the Bible shows him to have been a
good administrator, despite taxing the people heavily to pay
for the massive building projects he initiated. Despite his
leadership, his words point to a reality: It is impossible to
guarantee the integrity of every officer of the kingdom.
Solomon apparently had gone into a courtroom to watch
a trial. What he witnessed in the hall of so-called justice
was exploitation and oppression, the pain and sorrow of the
innocent, and the unconcern of those who could have
brought comfort to them. What he saw so disturbed him
that it led him to declare that it was better to be dead than
alive and oppressed, and better yet, not to have been born.
In such cases, an individual would never have to experience or even see this grasping, rapacious covetousness.
Edward Gibbon, the historian who authored The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, says about more
modern times, “Political corruption is the most infallible
symptom of constitutional liberty.” He means that, if a
country has a constitution that guarantees freedom to
obey, there is also freedom to disobey. He implies that
people, regardless of their office, selfishly disobey. This is
exactly what we are experiencing in this nation today.
For the citizenry to obey a nation’s constitution, it is
required to believe firmly in it and to be disciplined in
character. If the nation’s people do not have these qualities, some will certainly be corrupt and disobey. This is
exactly what the founders of the American Republic
feared. John Adams, a foremost founder of this nation,
wrote, “Our Constitution was made only for a moral and
religious people. It is wholly inadequate to the government
of any other.”

The Skillful Worker
Ecclesiastes 4:4-8 records Solomon’s analysis of four
types of workers:
Again, I saw that for all toil and every skillful work a
man is envied by his neighbor. This also is vanity and
grasping for the wind. The fool folds his hands and
consumes his own flesh. Better is a handful with
quietness than both hands full, together with toil and
grasping for the wind.
Then I returned, and I saw vanity under the sun:
There is one alone, without companion: He has neither son nor brother. Yet there is no end to all his
labors, nor is his eye satisfied with riches. But he
never asks, “For whom do I toil and deprive myself of
good?” This also is vanity and a grave misfortune.

Solomon appears to have disgustedly turned his attention from the corrupted halls of justice to the marketplace,
watching and analyzing as people worked. Recall how those
who work diligently are lauded throughout Proverbs and
how Ecclesiastes 2 and 3 both extol work as a major gift of
God. Solomon came away from this experience with
assessments of four different kinds of workers. Understand
that God chooses to illustrate His counsel by showing
extremes; not everybody will fit one of them exactly. At the
same time, we should be able to use the information to make
necessary modifications to our approach to our own work.
The first he simply labels the “skillful” worker. This
worker has not only mastered the techniques of his trade,
but he is also unusually industrious in performing it. We
might better call this person a skillful workaholic. The
man’s skill is laudable, but his productivity motivates others
to envy rather than to admiration. Knowing human nature
well, Solomon is motivated to think more deeply about what
drives such a person to apply himself so intensely. This
may be especially useful for us because it seems to apply
well to life in an Israelite culture.
Verse 4 is translated to make it appear as though those
watching this skillful worker envy his diligence. However,
other versions change the direction of the translation,
instead saying that the diligent worker labors as he does
because he is driven by his own attitude. The Jewish
Publication Society, the New American Bible, and the
Revised English Bible all change the word “envy” to
“rivalry.” That is, people of this mindset perfect their skills
and work industriously because of their competitive nature
gone overboard.
They want to have more wealth as well as a greater
reputation than others in their field of endeavor. This type
is especially strongly driven to stay ahead of the competition. Some have analyzed that such workaholics see themselves in what may be called a “battle for bread”; their
purpose in being skillful is less to produce a truly quality
product than it is to get rich. Thus, the hands are truly
capable, which is admirable, but the heart is out of alignment with God. Solomon describes a law of nature, the
survival-of-the-fittest attitude, applied to a person’s trade.
He concludes that this is detrimental, literally a sheer
vanity that makes life meaningless.
He is describing something similar to American capitalism, which is productive but not perfect. This competitive
approach to work was not part of God’s original creation
of mankind but a twist Satan has inserted as part of human
nature. It is unbalanced in a number of ways, one of the
more obvious being that such driven people ignore or
submerge other important aspects of life like marriage and
family. The worker may feel good about himself because
he is providing well for his family, but he is blind to the fact
that others are paying a severe price.
Covetousness, competition, envy, and jealousy are often
linked. Competition is not evil in itself, but when being first
is pursued at the expense of honesty, trouble will also be
produced. We see this when some athletes break the rules
by using drugs or when manufacturers cut back on the
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quality of a product. The world is full of Joneses to keep up
with or excel.

The Lazybones
The second worker, described in verse 5, is at the other end
of the work spectrum: He is the lazybones. As the book of
Proverbs shows, Solomon has no sympathy for the lazy
person. For instance, Proverbs 24:30-34 reveals a major
flaw in the lazy worker’s character:
I went by the field of the lazy man, and by the vineyard
of the man devoid of understanding; and there it was,
all overgrown with thorns; its surface was covered
with nettles; its stone wall was broken down. When I
saw it, I considered it well; I looked on it and received
instruction: A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding
of the hands to rest; so shall your poverty come like
a prowler, and your need like an armed man.
As he describes it, laziness is a slow, comfortable path
to self-destruction. How does this apply to our relationship
with God? Laziness toward the things of God will kill us
through slow, spiritual suicide! It may be comfortable to
“sleep in” or to justify not doing spiritual works, but what
laziness produces is not pleasant to experience.
Solomon paints a picture of complacency, and its end is
unwitting self-destruction. It reveals much deeper damage
than simply wasting a person’s material resources, for his
idleness is eating away not only at what he has, but more
importantly, at what he is. It erodes his self-control and
grasp of reality.
Therefore, we must discipline ourselves to work through
Bible study and obedience to build our relationship with
God. What are we truly losing when we neglect this? What
does it take to live comfortably? In this culture, it is money.
But laziness produces poverty—that is its fruit whether it
concerns material or spiritual things. Paul writes, “If
anyone will not work, neither shall he eat” (II Thessalonians
3:10). Spiritually, then, we can take that to mean that he will
not eat at God’s table!
Comparing the first two men, Solomon shows the industrious man motivated by competition, while the lazy man is
motivated by his desire for personal pleasure. In the end,
both extremes are destructive vanities.

A More Balanced Approach
Ecclesiastes 4:6, without mentioning a specific worker that
Solomon may have observed, presents us with a more
balanced approach that we should strive for. Putting it
simply, Solomon calls for contentment. One commentator
calls this a picture of an “integrated” man; today, we might
call him “balanced.” This person is productive in his labors,
but he also carves out time for other important activities.
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He guards against being caught up in the rat race, finding
time to balance his life through sharing himself with his
family and other activities for their well-being.
Americans spend more time working than any other
people in the industrialized world. We are part of an entire
nation caught up in “getting” what we refer to as “the good
life.” When a person’s heart is consumed with constant
“doing” or “working,” chasing after whatever he wants out
of life, true quietness is ignored, and life gradually becomes
a battle to ensure that all of his time is spent simply in
“activity.” But God says so simply what our aim should be:
“Now godliness with contentment is great gain” (I Timothy
6:6). This is a choice we are free to make. Solomon is
teaching that, to have truly good work habits, a person must
also make the choices to exercise a measure of contentment to balance life.
The industrious man reveals that he thinks life’s sole
purpose is material achievement. Meanwhile, the lazy
person’s self-serving, pleasure-seeking goal results in
slow suicide. The balanced worker deliberately makes
choices to divide time and energies to include the wellbeing of others too. What is the lesson so far? We can take
what we want from life, but we must pay for what we take.

The Most Flawed of All
Ecclesiastes 4:7-8 examines a fourth type of personality:
Then I returned, and I saw vanity under the sun:
There is one alone, without companion: He has neither son nor brother. Yet there is no end to all his
labors, nor is his eye satisfied with riches. But he
never asks, “For whom do I toil and deprive myself of
good?” This also is vanity and a grave misfortune.
This person may have neither the drive of the workaholic
nor the pleasure-seeking aims of a lazy man, but he shows
no evidence of contentment either. As a person uncommitted to sharing his life with another, he is perhaps quite
selfish. The description indicates that he wants to keep the
produce of his labors for himself. He does not share them
with a wife and family, and he has no partners or family to
inherit what he leaves behind. The context also gives no
indication that he enjoys the use of his profits. He simply
works and exists.
Solomon’s final comment regarding this worker is intriguing: This situation is not only vanity but a grave
misfortune. He seems to conclude that this is the most
seriously flawed worker of them all. His description gives the
impression of complete self-centeredness. Does anybody
benefit from a life as devoted to the self as this worker is?
The New International Version translates what Solomon
calls a “grave misfortune” as “a miserable business.”
Ecclesiastes teaches us that work can be a God-given
pleasure, but this description tells us that it will not be

pleasing if we work only for self-centered purposes. It
counsels us to ask ourselves, “For whom am I working?”
God has worked from the foundation of the earth, but He
is not consumed by it (John 5:17). God has given us work
at least partly for us to learn not to be self-centered, as well
as to enable us to share life with others. God wants us to
labor, to create wealth in the right spirit and for the right
reasons. His counsel in this context is that a major reason
is to create benefits for others.

Productivity and Safety Through Partnerships
Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 gives the impression that Solomon’s
experiences regarding the man who remained alone in his
labors motivated him to think of the importance of friendship and the value of doing things within a partnership:
Two are better than one, because they have a good
reward for their labor. For if they fall, one will lift up
his companion. But woe to him who is alone when he
falls, for he has no one to help him up. Again, if two
lie down together they will keep warm; but how can
one be warm alone? Though one may be overpowered by another, two can withstand him. And a
threefold cord is not quickly broken.
A Jewish proverb says, “A friendless man is like a left
hand bereft of the right.” Consider how much having only
one hand hinders productivity. When both hands are available, much more can be accomplished and every activity is
easier. How much greater is the production of two people
doing a task than if the labor is restricted to only one? Even
when the two divide the profits, each receives a better
return for his efforts than if each had worked alone.
The instruction moves on to contemplating that, if there
is trouble along the way, two are more likely to come up
with a solution than one working alone. If a person is
working alone and falls, no one else is around to help him.
What happens when we stumble during our spiritual walk?
Is it not good to have a friend off whom we can bounce
things and from whom we can receive correction and
encouragement in love? Galatians 6:1-2 addresses this
issue: “Brethren, if a man is overtaken in any trespass, you
who are spiritual restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness,
considering yourself lest you also be tempted. Bear one
another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.”
Ecclesiastes 4 11-12 seem to be calling to mind traveling
by foot in ancient Israel where it might be cold during the
winter months and perhaps dangerous to life and limb
because of attacks by robbers. There is greater productivity, warmth, and security in numbers. II Samuel 21:15-17
recounts a time a younger man came to King David’s aid
when he was in need:
When the Philistines were at war again with Israel,
David and his servants with him went down and
fought against the Philistines; and David grew faint.
Then Ishbi-Benob, who was one of the sons of the

giant, the weight of whose bronze spear was three
hundred shekels, who was bearing a new sword,
thought he could kill David. But Abishai the son of
Zeruiah came to his aid, and struck the Philistine and
killed him. Then the men of David swore to him,
saying, “You shall go out no more with us to battle,
lest you quench the lamp of Israel.”
Ecclesiastes 4:12 provides us with an example of a
peculiarity of Hebrew writing that is seen in a number of
places in the Old Testament. This literary device makes
comparisons by using the term “better.” He first uses
“better” in verse 3, then again in verse 6, and finally in
verse 9 as he reaches the section’s conclusion. His overall
point seems to be that in most cases more is better than
less: One cord may be easily broken; two would require
greater strength; but three would be very difficult to break.
One traveler might invite danger; two would add to both
travelers’ safety; but three travelers would fare even
better.
What he has in mind is the matter of how unity adds to
productivity, how safety is greatly increased, and how
partnership with real friendship and thus greater unity
makes an activity more immune to failure. Think of this as
it applies to families. One person does not even qualify as
a family. A husband and wife working in harmony can add
immensely to each spouse’s quality of life, and if Jesus
Christ is the third Person in that group, the strength He
contributes is immeasurably positive. Interestingly, families with many children seldom break up.
Obviously, throughout this chapter, Solomon is comparing choices that he believes we should make. In the next
four-verse section, he makes another comparison, using
“better” for a fourth time.

Pride, Political Instability,
and Public Fickleness
He writes in Ecclesiastes 4:13-16:
Better a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish
king who will be admonished no more. For he comes
out of prison to be king, although he was poor in his
kingdom. I saw all the living who walk under the sun;
they were with the second youth who stands in his
place. There was no end of all the people over whom
he was made king; yet those who come afterward
will not rejoice in him. Surely this also is vanity and
grasping for the wind.
The story flow is translated in a choppy manner, but it goes
like this: A young man born without wealth, who even spent
time in prison, unexpectedly rises to power. As a young king,
he listens well and rules well, but in old age, he becomes
proud, losing his throne to a younger man. By this time, the
kingdom was large and powerful, but Solomon forecasts that
the new king’s fame will not last long. He, too, can expect to
(continued on page 10)
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Baruch’s COMPLAINT
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I

t was the worst of times. Period.

The time of Jeremiah and his scribe Baruch was everything but the age of wisdom, the epoch of belief, the season
of light, the spring of hope. The king was about to lose his
throne, his sons, his sight, his freedom. His witless subjects,
unfaithful to God and ungracious to man, were soon to fare
no better. It was the winter of despair. For everyone.
King and people alike declared that God had committed
Himself to favor them above all peoples on the earth and
to protect Jerusalem against all assailants. After all, was
not the king of the family of David, and was not Jerusalem
the city he had established as the capital of the people of
God? There, Solomon had built the Temple. The king and
his people felt so secure in “the temple of the LORD, the
temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD” (Jeremiah 7:4).
So reliant were king and people on the past that they had
forgotten to plug God into their present. They refused to
live His way of life. God called for a change in attitude and
behavior:
For if you thoroughly amend your ways and your
doings, if you thoroughly execute judgment between
a man and his neighbor, if you do not oppress the
stranger, the fatherless, and the widow, and do not shed
innocent blood in this place, or walk after other gods to
your hurt, then I will cause you to dwell in this place, in
the land that I gave to your fathers forever and ever.
(Jeremiah 7:5-7)
The moral and social depravity of king and people had
reached a crucial state that could only become an inevitable tipping point, or to change the metaphor, a decided
critical mass that begged God’s prompt attention. The
iniquity of the Amorites, so to speak, was full. Through a
number of prophets, God warned of the consequences of
this widespread turpitude. Consider Jeremiah 17:27, only
one of many examples:
But if you will not heed Me to hallow the Sabbath day,
such as not carrying a burden when entering the
gates of Jerusalem on the Sabbath day, then I will
kindle a fire in its gates, and it shall devour the palaces
of Jerusalem, and it shall not be quenched.
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God meant business. The king and all his men would be
unable to douse the fires of Jerusalem. The cultural
artifacts they so dearly prized would go up in smoke.
In figurative language, God issued a like warning through
His prophet, Isaiah. As recorded in Isaiah 5, God likens His
people to a vineyard that He has painstakingly cultivated.
The fruit was not what He expected, however:
And now, O inhabitants of Jerusalem and men of
Judah,
Judge, please, between Me and My vineyard.
What more could have been done to My vineyard
That I have not done in it?
Why then, when I expected it to bring forth good
grapes,
Did it bring forth wild grapes?
And now, please let Me tell you what I will do to My
vineyard:
I will take away its hedge, and it shall be burned;
And break down its wall, and it shall be trampled down.
I will lay it waste;
It shall not be pruned or dug,
But there shall come up briers and thorns.
I will also command the clouds
That they rain no rain on it.”
For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the house of
Israel,
And the men of Judah are His pleasant plant.
He looked for justice, but behold, oppression;
For righteousness, but behold, a cry for help.
(Isaiah 5:3-7)
TO ROOT UP A PEOPLE
The metaphor is informed by the thoroughness implied by
the act of digging up a plant. God is not just clipping or
trimming or pruning. He is digging up, root and branch,
stock and foliage. Everything is gone. A number of other
passages convey this idea of uprooting. Consider Psalm
80:8-16, where Asaph asserts that God uprooted Israel
from Egypt and planted it in the Promised Land:

You have brought a vine out of Egypt;
You have cast out the nations, and planted it.
You prepared room for it,
And caused it to take deep root,
And it filled the land.
The hills were covered with its shadow,
And the mighty cedars with its boughs.
She sent out her boughs to the Sea,
And her branches to the River.
Why have You broken down her hedges,
So that all who pass by the way pluck her fruit?
The boar out of the woods uproots it,
And the wild beast of the field devours it.
Return, we beseech You, O God of hosts;
Look down from heaven and see,
And visit this vine
And the vineyard which Your right hand has planted,
And the branch that You made strong for Yourself.
It is burned with fire, it is cut down;
They perish at the rebuke of Your countenance.
As another example, consider God’s commission to a
young Jeremiah, as recorded in Jeremiah 1:10:
See, I have this day set you over the nations and over
the kingdoms,
To root out and to pull down,
To destroy and to throw down,
To build and to plant.
Yet another use of the same metaphor appears in Jeremiah
18:7-10:
The instant I speak concerning a nation and concerning a kingdom, to pluck up, to pull down, and to
destroy it, if that nation against whom I have spoken
turns from its evil, I will relent of the disaster that I
thought to bring upon it. And the instant I speak
concerning a nation and concerning a kingdom, to
build and to plant it, if it does evil in My sight so that
it does not obey My voice, then I will relent concerning the good with which I said I would benefit it.
As a final example, consider Jeremiah 31:28, a more
positive passage: “And it shall come to pass, that as I have
watched over them to pluck up, to break down, to throw
down, to destroy, and to afflict, so I will watch over them
to build and to plant, says the LORD.”
There is, as God inspired Solomon to write, “a time to
plant and a time to uproot” (Ecclesiastes 3:2, Complete
Jewish Bible). The time for planting was past, and the
time for “digging and dunging” (see Luke 13:8) was over
as well. It was now time for God to do some serious
uprooting, and to do so on a vast scale. Indeed, far more
than “the house of Israel and the men of Judah” awaited
the shovel. God sent Jeremiah to the kings of the earth,

giving them a cup, telling them to drink of it. Jeremiah
25:27-29 tells the story:
“Drink, be drunk, and vomit! Fall and rise no more,
because of the sword which I will send among you.”
And it shall be, if they refuse to take the cup from your
hand to drink, then you shall say to them, “Thus says
the LORD of hosts: ‘You shall certainly drink! For
behold, I begin to bring calamity on the city which is
called by My name, and should you be utterly unpunished? You shall not be unpunished, for I will call for
a sword on all the inhabitants of the earth.’’’
In verses 31-32, God emphasizes the depth and the breadth
of His imminent digging project:
“A noise will come to the ends of the earth—
For the LORD has a controversy with the nations;
He will plead His case with all flesh.
He will give those who are wicked to the sword,”
says the LORD. . . .
“Behold, disaster shall go forth
From nation to nation,
And a great whirlwind shall be raised up
From the farthest parts of the earth.
The historical fact of the matter is this: In the days
before Jeremiah, God had uprooted ten-tribed Israel and
later, Assyria. Now, He was in the proximate act of
uprooting Judah. He would later uproot Babylon, Egypt,
Persia. In this general timeframe, what some today call the
Axial Period, God also rooted out empires in the Indus
Valley and in the Far East. The scope of God’s actions, as
Jeremiah states, were gigantic, their impact on history—
and on people—monumental.
MURMURS IN THE WORST OF TIMES
Into such a time comes Jeremiah, with his scribe Baruch
following nearby. In the course of their careers, both men
issued complaints to God. A review of Baruch’s and
Jeremiah’s complaints, as well as God’s responses, may
prove fruitful. Of these in their order.
Little is known about Baruch, son of Neriah. A note in The
Amplified Bible, citing II Chronicles 34:8, suggests that he
may have been the grandson of Maaseiah, who served as
the governor of Jerusalem in the days of King Josiah.
Baruch may have been attached to a family of means,
perhaps a prominent one. He was certainly educated,
serving as he did as Jeremiah’s secretary. Entrusted with
putting down Jeremiah’s words for posterity, we can surmise that he was detail-oriented and performance motivated, able to get a lot of work done and get it done correctly.
Jeremiah 43 and 44 offer us a clue about Baruch’s social
status. Shortly after Jerusalem’s fall, a small number of
Jews remaining in the city ask Jeremiah to seek God’s
counsel regarding what action they should take. After ten
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prophecy watch

Baruch’s Complaint

days, God tells the people through Jeremiah to remain in
the vicinity, around Jerusalem. Specifically, they are
not to flee to Egypt in an attempt to escape from the
Babylonians. The Jewish leadership rejects God’s instruction to them, and ultimately leads the people down
to Egypt anyway. One of their reasons for rejecting
Jeremiah’s comments may be telling. They respond to
the prophet, as recorded in Jeremiah 43:2-3:
You speak falsely! The LORD our God has not sent
you to say, “Do not go to Egypt to dwell there.” But
Baruch the son of Neriah has set you against us, to
deliver us into the hand of the Chaldeans, that they

personal

lose his office, and the people who formerly cheered for
him will cease appreciating him.
Solomon does not dwell on why the original king
became hardened to his counselors’ advice. Nevertheless, he closed his ears to their advice, and his rule ended
in some degree of disgrace. Solomon gives the impression that he thought the original king foolish because he
lost the support of those who originally helped him to
power and the nation to prosperity.
The overall subjects of these four verses are a subtle
warning about pride, and more obviously, the instability
of political power and the fickleness of popularity. He
makes the point in the last part of verse 16 that the younger
man who replaced the original king will in turn discover
history repeating itself, and his career will run much the
same course as the man who preceded him. He will find
that the time will come when the citizens no longer accept
him either, and he will be removed from his leadership
position and replaced by another.
Therefore, one must understand that public life contains a significant downside that can render life turbulent. Fame is fleeting, and everybody is expendable. A
second, related lesson shows a cause of the instability:
The public is fickle. Because of the self-centeredness
of human nature, most people operate toward their
leaders on the principle that “I believe you were good in
the past, but what have you done for me lately?”
One of the items Solomon describes here touches to
some degree on the frequent changes of leadership that
our election system produces. Each administration begins with the citizens hopeful for its success, but by the
time the next election occurs, those hopes are largely
forgotten. Each election gives the citizenry an opportunity to express their accusations, creating, at times,
significant emotional, social, and economic disturbances
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It appears that the Jewish leadership saw Baruch as
somewhat of a mover and shaker, someone who had
influence over Jeremiah, as though he, rather than God,
were the power behind Jeremiah’s words. It is not likely
that they would come to this conclusion (erroneous as it
was) if Baruch were just a secretary. He was undoubtedly a highly competent, poised person, perhaps prominent to some extent.
Next month, we will look at his complaint.
—Charles F. Whitaker

Ecclesiastes and Christian Living

(continued from page 7)

10

may put us to death or carry us away captive to
Babylon.

in the culture, as people vent their dissatisfaction with
the current administration. During the next election, the
nation endures the same process, but rarely does anything change for the better in its quality of life. Instead,
history overwhelmingly shows that matters of quality of
life, which involve morality to a significant degree, grow
worse. The public quickly forgets that previous elections changed little or nothing.
Solomon may have had Joseph, son of Jacob, and his
experiences in Egypt in mind as his illustration. One can
draw parallels from elements of Joseph’s life in Egypt,
during which he spent time in prison (Genesis 41). At
Pharaoh’s command, he was released from prison and
placed in authority over the entire nation (Genesis
41:37-46). He received great acclaim because of his
leadership during the difficult circumstances of the
famine. However, the final note of his story is what
Solomon writes, “Yet those who come afterward will
not rejoice in him.” Moses states in Exodus 1:8, “Now
there arose a new king over Egypt, who did not know
Joseph.” We know this affected the plight of the Israelites, or God would not have acknowledged it.
Ecclesiastes 4 provides a significant contrast to the
uplifting and hopeful promises of chapter 3. It refocuses
our attention on the fact that we live in an “under the
sun” world. We must compare carefully and make our
choices, understanding some of the pitfalls and difficulties those choices may entail. If we make the wrong ones,
they will produce the vanities that Solomon so frequently cautions us about. As we will see, chapter 5
contains positive, spiritual advice for the sons of God.
In Christian love,

ready answer

“Be ready always to give an answer . . .” I Peter 3:15

Can We Win People
For Christ?
“For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a servant to all,
that I might win the more . . .” —I Corinthians 9:19

I

n John 10:35, Jesus Christ makes a parenthetical statement that is easy to
overlook, and yet it is a foundational principle when it comes to understanding the
Bible. He says, “. . . and the Scripture cannot be broken. . .” (emphasis ours
throughout).
The written Word of God is another part of His creative work, and in His inspired
words, we see the same forethought, consistency, and magnificence that we see in
everything that God does. Because His character is true and constant, the Scriptures
can never be contradictory. When we encounter something in them that seems
incongruous, the defect is only in our understanding, not in what God has provided for us.
The religious tradition that took root and gained prominence after the deaths of the
first-century apostles did not hold this principle inviolate, and as a result, nominal
Christianity today holds doctrines that are an unholy mixture of portions of the
Scripture, along with pagan beliefs and philosophies that have been picked up through
the millennia. In contrast, true doctrines fit together in a unified whole, each one
supporting and reinforcing the overall body of beliefs. Because of this, if one doctrine
is changed or misapplied, the consistency of the whole begins to unravel.
A clear example of this is what the Bible steadfastly shows regarding God’s calling
and election. Scripture teaches that a man cannot even approach the Messiah unless
the Father draws, or calls, him (John 6:44). In other words, salvation is not available
to all people right now. But because not all professing Christians truly hold to the
inerrancy of God’s Word, many believe that anyone can accept Jesus Christ as his
Savior, and all that is needed is for other Christians to win over the unsaved.
Sometimes this belief is pure and altruistic, and at other times the belief is shaded by
a desire to win a person over to a particular denomination or administrative entity.
Either way, the conventional religious wisdom is that we can—and should—“win
people for Christ.”
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Can We Win People For Christ?

However, this belief does not exist in a vacuum. A
person’s understanding of God’s calling is linked with his
belief in the different resurrections. It is crucial to the
understanding of Pentecost and the Feast of Tabernacles
because these festivals symbolize different physical and
spiritual harvests—one early, smaller harvest and one
later, much larger harvest. It shapes the understanding of
the gospel of the Kingdom and tempers expectations on
the effect when the world hears the gospel. If the scriptures about God’s calling are broken, then many other
core beliefs begin to break down as well.
Winning the More
However, one passage seems to suggest that Paul tried to
win people for Christ. It is found in I Corinthians 9:19-22:
For though I am free from all men, I have made
myself a servant to all, that I might win the more; and
to the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might win
Jews; to those who are under the law, as under the
law, that I might win those who are under the law; to
those who are without law, as without law (not being
without law toward God, but under law toward
Christ), that I might win those who are without law;
to the weak I became as weak, that I might win the
weak. I have become all things to all men, that I
might by all means save some.
Paul mentions five times here that he is trying to “win”
different people, and in verse 22, he writes that he is trying
to “save some.” This passage is commonly interpreted
that Paul would present himself differently in various
circumstances to win people for Christ; he became all
things to all men in order to “save” at least some of them.
This interpretation fits the general evangelical belief that
Christians should do whatever is necessary to “win souls
for Christ” and to get all manner of people “saved” before
they die.
However, if that is what this passage means, then holy
Scripture is broken! Such a reading contradicts numerous
other clear biblical statements. For example, as alluded to
above, in John 6:44, Jesus says, “No one can come to Me
unless the Father who sent Me draws him.” A little later in
John 6:65, He reiterates this: “. . . no one can come to Me
unless it has been granted to him by My Father.” Without
the Father providing an individual an approach to Christ,
he cannot come to Him for salvation. The Father must
intervene first—human intervention makes no difference.
Acts 13 contains the story of Paul and Barnabas
preaching to Gentiles in Antioch. Luke writes in verse 48:
“Now when the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and
glorified the word of the Lord. And as many as had been
appointed to eternal life believed.” Even though the
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apostles preached to many, only certain people believed
what they heard because only they had been appointed to
eternal life.
John 17:3 provides a basic definition of the eternal life
to which some were appointed: “And this is eternal life,
that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus
Christ whom You have sent.” Eternal life, then, is not
merely endless living, but is the quality of life that comes
from having relationships with the Father and the Son—
and only the Father determines who will have such
relationships during this age. Those who are not appointed
to eternal life now will have their opportunity in the second
resurrection.
This parallels Paul’s statement in Ephesians 2:8 that
grace and saving faith are both gifts from God. He is not
beholden to give the faith that saves—that is why it comes
as a gift only to some. In fact, in II Thessalonians 3:2, the
apostle says that “not all [men] have faith.” An interlinear
Bible will show that the Greek contains a definite article—
“the”—before “faith”: “not all have the faith.” There is a
specific faith, but only those to whom God gives it have it.
Jesus declares, “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord,
Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the
will of My Father in heaven” (Matthew 7:21). Claiming Jesus
as our Lord has no effect if He does not know us (verse 23),
and as John 6:44 shows, the Father determines whether a
person can even approach Jesus Christ.
In Acts 2:38, Peter speaks about receiving the gift of
the Holy Spirit. Then he says, “For the promise is to you
and to your children, and to all who are afar off, as many
as the Lord our God will call” (verse 39). But without
that calling, the promise does not apply. Likewise, Jesus
declares that many are called, but few are chosen (Matthew 20:16; 22:14). Many verses mention God’s specific
foreknowledge, calling, and election of some and not
others (Acts 13:2; 22:14; Romans 1:6-7; 8:28-30; 9:11;
11:2; 16:13; I Corinthians 1:9; 1:24-28; Galatians 1:6; 5:8;
Ephesians 1:4; 4:1; Colossians 3:15; I Thessalonians 1:4;
2:12; 4:7; 5:24; II Thessalonians 1:11; 2:13-14; I Timothy
6:12; II Timothy 1:9; Hebrews 3:1; 9:15; I Peter 1:2; 2:9; 5:10;
II Peter 1:10; Jude 1; Revelation 17:14). Clearly, God has
specifically determined who will come into a relationship
with Him during this age—and it is not everyone!
If the scriptures are to remain unbroken, either all of
these examples of God limiting salvation right now are
wrong, or the common interpretation of I Corinthians
9:19-22 misses the mark!
To Win Is to Gain
What Paul means in this passage becomes clear when we
understand the sense and usage of two Greek words,
those translated as “win” and “save.” In the evangelical
world, both of them have taken on lives of their own, but

with just a little digging, we will see that no contradiction
lies between this passage and the numerous other clear
statements.
The word translated as “win” is kerdaino (Strong’s
#2770), and its basic meaning is “gain,” which is how it is
typically translated. It means “to acquire by effort or
investment.” It can mean “to earn” or “to make a profit.”
The flipside is that it can also mean “to cause a loss not
to occur.”
This word is used infrequently, but the verses that
contain it are well known. For example, Jesus uses it when
He cautions against gaining the whole world yet losing
one’s own soul (Matthew 16:26; Mark 8:36; Luke 9:27).
The gain is a physical or material one—it is not speaking
of evangelizing the whole world. It also appears in the
Parable of the Talents, where two of the servants gain
more talents through their efforts and investments (Matthew 25:16-22).
Kerdaino is also found in the well-known Matthew
18:15, where Jesus says, “If your brother sins against you,
go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. If he
hears you, you have gained your brother.” The gaining
here is not about “winning” someone “for Christ.” When
we gain our brother, we are gaining a better relationship.
We are keeping a breach in the relationship from continuing. We receive a profit, as it were, by enhancing the
connection or bond between us. There is no implication
that we are opening his mind to the mysteries of God’s
Kingdom. It simply means that after bringing a sin to his
attention, if he hears and receives us, then we have gained
our brother because the relationship has been restored.
There is a similar usage in I Peter 3:1-2:
Wives, likewise, be submissive to your own husbands, that even if some do not obey the word, they,
without a word, may be won by the conduct of their
wives, when they observe your chaste conduct
accompanied by fear.
Quite a number of translators and commentators read
into this verse that the example of the godly wife wins the
husband to Christ. But Peter makes no mention of Jesus
in these verses, nor is he saying that a godly wife has the
ability to call, let alone convert, an unbelieving husband.
As shown already, God alone retains the power to open a
person’s mind and give him the faith that produces spiritual salvation.
This is not to denigrate the power of a good example in
the least. Our example is a large part of whether we are
upholding the holiness of God’s name or bearing it in vain.
Our example gives evidence of our spiritual paternity, for
either we will resemble Satan or we will resemble God.
When we display the same characteristics as our heavenly Father, He is glorified, and those who observe our

good example can see that God’s way of life produces
good results.
However, even the very best example will not convert
another unless God is also calling him or her. Even after
3½ years of walking and preaching on earth, the perfect
witness of the Son of God did not convert everyone He
encountered! If a good example were all that was needed,
we could expect that everyone who observed Jesus would
come to Him—but that is not what happened at all! After
His death, there were only about 120 disciples (or perhaps
120 families; Acts 1:15). Obviously, God did not call every
person who encountered Jesus—He will call them when
they are resurrected.
Clearly, the conduct of a child of God is of utmost
importance, particularly in the case of one spouse being
called and converted while the other is not. Yet, even if
the believing spouse sets a perfect example, “chaste
conduct accompanied by fear” will not win the unbelieving spouse for Christ. Instead, the “winning” or the
“gaining” in I Peter 3:1 is similar to the gaining of our
brother in Matthew 18:15. Just as it may be possible
(through our efforts) to have a more profitable relationship with a brother who sinned against us, so it may also
be possible for a godly wife to gain the heart of an
unbelieving husband, so that he respects her more and
begins to let go of his animosity.
This is similar to Proverbs 16:7: “When a man’s ways
please the LORD, He makes even his enemies to be at
peace with him.” God can cause an enemy to begin
looking favorably upon one of His children, and thus the
former foe is gained. By our efforts, though, we can only
gain a person in terms of the human relationship. We
cannot cause a relationship to occur between man and
God—only God can initiate that.
In the same way, the winning or gaining that Paul is
striving for in I Corinthians 9:19-22 is simply protecting or
improving the connection he had with the people he
encountered. His gaining of these people was not the
same thing as converting them or of opening their minds
to the reality of God. He was trying not to be unnecessarily
offensive, but the scope of his behavior was entirely on the
level of human interaction, not on getting people saved in
a spiritual or eternal sense.
“Save Some” From What?
This leads us to verse 22, where Paul speaks of “sav[ing]
some.” Sometimes we have an automatic tendency to
think of eternal salvation, or at the very least justification,
whenever we hear the words “save” or “saved.” However, that is only one facet of the Greek word translated
as “save,” sozo (Strong’s #4982), whose basic meaning
is “to make safe.” It can be expanded to mean “to deliver
or protect, either literally or figuratively.”
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This word is frequently used in reference to physical
deliverance from a dangerous or undesirable situation,
and is often translated as “heal,” “preserve,” and “make
whole.” When healing people, Jesus would tell them,
“Your faith has made you whole.” He was essentially
saying, “Your faith has saved you”—but the salvation
was a physical one. The person was saved from a
condition of misery.
In the highest sense, a person is not ultimately saved—
“safe”—until he or she is no longer subject to death or to
sin, which earns death. That is, we are not truly safe until
“this corruptible has put on incorruption, and this mortal
has put on immortality” (I Corinthians 15:54). Until resurrected or changed at Christ’s return—until we are “like
Him” (I John 3:2), and “death is swallowed up in victory”
(Isaiah 25:8)—we are subject to the corruption of our
human nature, the breakdown of our physical bodies, and
the cessation of life, all things that keep us from being
eternally safe. Until we are spirit beings, we will always
be in need of deliverance, protection, healing, and restoration. Even the salvation that takes place upon our
repentance and the forgiveness of our past sins does not
guarantee our future safety, for until we take our final
breath, it is possible for us turn away from God and reject
His way of life.
When analyzing I Corinthians 9:22, then, we have to
consider what kind of salvation Paul is talking about. Since
no man is saved eternally at the point of conversion, he is
not referring to eternal salvation. We also know that he
could not have meant justification here either, because
even an apostle does not have the power to justify. Nor
was he given the authority to impart true belief. As we
saw, only those whom God appoints to eternal life at this
time are going to believe. So that sort of saving is not what
Paul is talking about.
Before we get to the full explanation, we need to take
a step back and understand how this passage fits with the
rest of the epistle. I Corinthians 8-10 relate to the controversy over eating meat offered to idols. Paul’s basic
teaching throughout these chapters is that it was far better
for the Corinthians to deny themselves a perfectly lawful
thing than to risk causing a brother to stumble. Through
much of this instruction, he uses his own pattern of selfdenial as an example, showing in various ways that he
would go without lawful things to keep from causing
unnecessary offense.
Thus, if he were interacting with the Jews, he would
deny himself things that could be offensive to them but
that technically would have been fine. It is not that he
would compromise with God’s standards, but he would
limit himself for the sake of not turning people away.
This is what he was doing to gain them. By these means,
he was working for a more profitable relationship. His
basic point in the overall context is that, if he were
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willing to do this to gain people who were not even
converted, then the Corinthians should be willing to
limit and restrain themselves for the sake of gaining their
own brethren. A person who is “gained” is more likely
to hear what we have to say, so we may be used to help
them in some way.
Seeking Positive Rapport
So what does Paul mean by writing, “I have become all
things to all men, that I might by all means save some”?
He may have been referring to their eventual salvation,
which he might play a part in, but which he could not
actually claim as having brought about. As he had previously written: “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave
the increase. So then neither he who plants is anything, nor
he who waters, but God who gives the increase” (I
Corinthians 3:6-7).
However, there is a type of “saving” that Paul could
have a hand in through his preaching:
My brothers, if any among you strays from the truth,
and someone turns him back, he should know that
whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way
will save his life from death and cover a multitude
of sins. (James 5:19-20)
James is not referring to eternal salvation or about
justification. He means making a man safe by helping
him to stop a sin. If a person is sliding into apostasy, and
someone turns him back, a type of salvation has occurred,
for the one who had been going astray is now on a safer
trajectory. If an individual helps another avoid or overcome any sin, a type of salvation has occurred because
there is always greater safety where sin has been diminished. This salvation is only a shadow of the kind that God
gives, but a saving nonetheless occurs anytime protection
or deliverance is provided.
Thus, I Corinthians 9:19-22 shows that, wherever possible, Paul practiced self-denial so that he could gain a
positive rapport with others. In this way, he might help
them because his preaching of the truth could stir repentance in some area. He is not suggesting that through his
preaching or example a person would be justified and
brought into a relationship with God, but that his life would
be better because there would be at least a little less
enmity toward God and His way.
Without compromising, Paul kept the door open so that
he could preach, and perhaps his preaching would protect
or deliver someone in a small way, even if God was not
calling the individual. Nevertheless, Paul was not bringing
people into a relationship with Christ, nor is he suggesting
that we try to do that either.
—David C. Grabbe

NEWS AND TRENDS

Ukrainian Instability, Russian Initiative
Over the past decade, Ukraine has found itself in the middle
of a serious game of tug-of-war between the European
Union (EU) and its former master, Russia. Kiev’s recent
Euromaidan protests (Euro is short for “Europe” and maidan
refers to Maidan Nezalezhnosti, “Independence Square,”
the capital’s main square where protestors gathered) have
their immediate genesis in Ukraine’s then-President Viktor
Yanukovych’s abandonment of a free trade agreement with
the EU, one that would have forged much closer ties to the
West. Yanukovych, heavily supported by Russian-speaking
Ukrainians in the country’s eastern half, is decidedly proRussian (his first language is Russian, and he still makes
occasional errors when speaking Ukrainian). For him, the
trade agreement and the expected further integration into
Europe were a bridge too far in terms of decoupling from
Moscow.
By December 1, 2013, in response to police crackdowns
on protestors, the number of pro-EU activists in Independence Square had grown to about 300,000, and they soon
seized City Hall. The government reacted in the new year by
passing anti-protest laws criminalizing all of the Euromaidan
activities, including such draconian penalties as ten-year
sentences for blockading a government building, heavy fines
and imprisonment for activists wearing a mask and/or
helmet, two-year jail terms for using social media to defame
authorities, and revocation of driving privileges if caught in
a convoy exceeding five cars. The Minister of Internal
Affairs, Vitaliy Zakharchenko, promised to prosecute each
offense harshly.
Not long thereafter, on January 21 and 22, the first deaths
of protestors occurred, with three dying during the
Hrushevskoho Street riots, as they are now called. Police
shot two of these, and the third fell from a forty-foot
colonnade, apparently trying to flee after confronting police.
On the same day, two prominent activists were abducted
from a hospital. Their beaten, murdered bodies were later
found outside the city.
The two sides engaged in determined negotiations, but
though little was actually resolved, the government appeared
to be in retreat. In less than a week, facing a no-win noconfidence vote, Ukraine’s Prime Minister Mykola Azarov
resigned and fled to Austria, and Yanukovych dismissed his
Cabinet, taking sick leave himself for a respiratory illness. At
the same time, parliament repealed the anti-protest laws that
had escalated the demonstrations in the first place. Despite
promising to honor earlier agreements with Ukraine, Russian
President Vladimir Putin compounded problems by implementing tight border controls on Ukrainian goods, raising
duties on them by five to forty percent.
However, the clashes were not over. On February 18,
street battles killed eighteen and injured a hundred, and a few
nights later, seventy fell to government snipers firing from
rooftops. The mounting death toll proved too much for all
sides, and they agreed to form a new government and
scheduled new elections for May 25.

Knowing he would not fare well under the new regime,
Yanukovych fled the capital, later surfacing in southern
Russia, where he received official refuge. Without a head of
state, Ukraine’s parliament assigned presidential powers to
its new speaker, Oleksandr Turchinov, an ally of former
Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko, who is a successful
businesswoman in the natural gas industry and a Ukrainian
nationalist who supports closer ties with Europe.
The instability in Kiev received an immediate and negative
reaction in the Ukrainian east, particularly in Crimea, where
pro-Russian sentiments run high (Russians make up nearly
60% of its population). Russian troops moved to the Ukrainian border. Anti-government rallies continued for several
days until armed men in unmarked fatigues seized government buildings in Crimea and the international airport and a
military airfield in Sevastopol. Despite international criticism, Moscow maintained that its military movements in
Crimea aligned with previous agreements to protect its Black
Sea fleet.
On the first day of March, Russia’s upper house of
parliament approved Putin’s request to use military force in
Ukraine to protect Russians in eastern Ukraine. Formalizing
Moscow’s first border expansion since World War II, Putin
signed an annexation treaty on March 18 that absorbed
Crimea into Russia. By March 23, nearly 200 military sites
in Crimea flew the Russian flag and about 40,000 troops had
flooded areas adjacent to Crimea.
Since then, Western political objections, particularly from
American President Barack Obama, have been weak and
ineffective. Despite the United Nations General Assembly
declaring Russia’s annexation of Crimea and Sevastopol to
be illegal, Putin has not backed down except for drawing
down troop levels in southern Russia. In fact, he recently
sent Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev to Crimea to
promise funds to its government and pay raises to its
workers. It appears that Russia intends to keep its new
territory.
Vladimir Putin is a shrewd and cunning politician. To add
Crimea and perhaps Sevastopol in particular to Mother
Russia was too ripe an opportunity to pass up. Clearly, he
manipulated matters to ratchet up tensions and create weakness in Ukraine, making Russian intervention inevitable. In
one stroke, he brings millions of Russians back into the fold,
secures greater access to and control of the Black Sea, and
strengthens a soft spot in his southern defenses. It is a genius
geopolitical maneuver.
The move signals that something significant has changed:
Russia is once again truly a power to be reckoned with. We
cannot know if Putin’s show of strength and aggression
fulfills or will even lead to fulfilling end-time prophecy, but
a “prince of Rosh” taking such initiative brings Ezekiel 38 to
mind. The situation in Russia bears close observation.
—Richard T. Ritenbaugh
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B ible Study

The Miracles of Jesus Christ
Healing a Man With Dropsy

Christ’s miracle of healing a man with dropsy (Luke 14:1-6) is the last healing He performed on the Sabbath.
This time, it is not in a synagogue but in the house of one of Judaism’s chief Pharisees. Why was He invited
to eat with the lawyers and Pharisees? Luke records that “they watched Him closely.” Their suspicious
attitude set the initial mood for the meal and their intentions toward Jesus: They wanted to discover a way to
make an accusation against Him. The miracle occurred under the malicious scrutiny of enemies who especially
criticized Him for His healing on the Sabbath. They sat and ate with the Son of God, yet they were so blind,
they could not see who He was. As a consequence, they did not know Him.
Sabbath dinners, famous for their festive entertainment, were an integral part of Jewish social life. The
Pharisees were well known for their own careless approach to the Sabbath, often feasting and drinking
excessively, but at the same time, they nitpicked how others kept it. They had no reservations about throwing
a party on God’s day, but to heal the sick on the Sabbath was, to them, unforgiveable (Mark 3:1-6). Jesus
accepted invitations to feasts (Luke 15:1-2), and was known to enjoy eating and drinking with publicans and
sinners. He knew the Jewish leaders would use occasions like these to condemn Him.

• • • • • • •

1. What did Jesus prove by His merciful act on the Sabbath?
COMMENT: This is the only case of dropsy found in the
Gospels. The term the physician Luke uses to describe the
man’s condition is a strictly technical one. Dropsy was
considered to be a symptom of an organic disease, usually
one of the heart or kidneys. What we call “dropsy” manifests itself in edema or swelling of various parts of the body.
Whether the unnamed man is an invited guest or had come
only to be healed, we do not know. Jesus takes the man,
“heal[s] him, and let[s] him go” (verse 4). The healing is
performed by actual contact. At His touch, the disease flees,
and he is allowed to leave the feast before Jesus resumes His
conversation with His antagonists. Though the man does not
ask to be healed, Christ gives him the blessing of healing.
Jesus’ teaching is clear and pointed. He brings to the
Pharisees’ attention that, if their acts of love toward their
animals in danger on the Sabbath are acceptable, why would
acts of love for human beings on the Sabbath be any less
acceptable? He had taught a similar lesson earlier in the
synagogue (Matthew 12:9-14; Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-9). He
compares the man with dropsy to an animal stuck in a cistern
or pit (Luke 14:5) and the woman with a crooked spine to a
bound animal (Luke 13:10-16). By healing the man with
dropsy, Jesus proves that it is merciful to heal on the
Sabbath day, and by His illustration of the ox, He exposes
their lack of love and consistency.
2. What happens when Christ is rejected?
COMMENT: It is interesting to notice that, in reality, Christ is
always in control. Here Jesus takes the initiative to direct the
argument to provide Him the opportunity to teach the truth and
glorify God. He asks the question first, not the Pharisees. As
had happened before, His questions are so clearly and cleverly
stated that His adversaries find themselves unable to answer. They cannot answer Him truthfully, or even at all, for
fear that they will condemn themselves for what they are––
unloving, self-seeking hypocrites (Luke 14:6). Being publically
silenced and humiliated only irritates them more; and so, they

anxiously wait for another opportunity (Matthew 12:14).
The wisdom from above that Jesus exhibits is obvious
(James 3:17), and His approach, straightforward. He opens
the subject for discussion Himself, anticipates any and all
objections from His antagonists, and with a simple direct
question, appeals to their conscience, love, and professed
beliefs (Luke 14:3). Overmatched, “they [can] not answer
Him regarding these things” (verse 6).
Whenever people reject Christ, as these Pharisees and
lawyers do, they have trouble knowing and recognizing the
obvious in important areas of life, especially the spiritual
area. Today, many people like this demonstrate an inability
to answer simple but important questions like, for instance,
“Where do we find true fulfillment in life?” This shows the
great need in our society for people to accept Jesus Christ,
not more legislation or other government programs.
3. How are we to apply this teaching in our lives today?
COMMENT: This is the last of seven miracles that Christ
performs on Sabbath days. We see here what happens to the
unconverted mind because of unbelief—a lack of love is the
inevitable product of rejecting God. By these Sabbath
healings, He emphasizes the humane element in the original
institution of the Sabbath as a day of rest, recovery, and joy,
rescuing it from Pharisaic distortion. In addition, by observing the seventh day as the day of public worship, He gives
it sanction as God’s weekly holy day for the church.
By these deeds of healing, He honors it specifically as a
day of showing mercy. As Lord of the Sabbath, He consecrates it by His Spirit for the worship of God, as well as for
the service of man (Mark 2:27-28). His constant compassion
for human suffering is a mirror of His compassionate heart
for sinners. He lived to relieve the afflicted and oppressed,
and He died to emancipate men and women from a worse
disease than that of any physical nature. By His shed blood,
He can take the sinner by the hand, heal him, and “let him go”
to walk in newness of life.
—Martin G. Collins

