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This week I read about four seventh-grade boys in Connecticut who broke into their school one night, stole food 
from the cafeteria and instruments from the band room, threw eggs at a school bus and then bragged about it on 
campus the following day.  Don’t look so shocked. A lot of people in this room have similar stories from our days in 
middle school.  Anyway, the boys were expelled but the school didn’t press charges which you’d think would be 
good news for the boys’ parents. However, instead of being grateful, the parents of one boy were outraged at the 
way their son had been treated; claiming he had been “harassed” and “defamed.” They sued the school district, 
seeking monetary damages for treatment that caused their son “feelings of unworthiness” and left his “self-worth 
impugned.” In a culture in which low self-esteem is blamed for crime, teenage pregnancy, addiction and just about 
every other societal ill, their reaction makes sense: The boys may have committed a crime against their school, but 
the school hurt their feelings. The boys were the real victims here.  However, a growing body of research over the 
past three decades shows that high self-esteem is not the cure-all we’ve been led to believe and that easy, 
unearned praise does not help students but instead interferes with significant learning opportunities. Stanford 
University Psychologist Carol Dweck has said, “We used to think we could hand children self-esteem on a platter. 
That has backfired.” Dweck’s studies, found that giving children unearned praise and assuring them that they are 
smart, capable and good without any evidence to back up that praise produces children who are most likely to 
avoid hard assignments that might tarnish their star reputations; who are afraid to take risks and who are neither 
resilient nor able to persevere when success doesn’t come easily. And while psychologists used to believe that low 
self-esteem was the cause of crime and anti-social behavior, the most recent research indicates the opposite.  For 
example, prison inmates have higher levels of self-esteem than do people in the larger community. Simply thinking 
well of ourselves does not produce productive or moral people. The Bible says that all the ways of a man are right 
in his own sight; that our problem is not low self-esteem but accurate self-esteem. Wisdom in the Bible is living in 
reality about who we really are and about the world in which we live; neither thinking too highly nor too lowly of 
ourselves nor having too optimistic nor too pessimistic view of the world, but living in truth.  That, I think, is 
Solomon’s point in Ecclesiastes 7:15-29 which I’ve entitled “Living as an Imperfect Person in an Imperfect World.”  
Most of our problems in life are a result of failing to see ourselves as we are and the world as it is.  As long as we 
have an unrealistic view of ourselves or of the world, we’re setting ourselves up for disaster because reality always 
wins. Ecclesiastes 7:15-29 is not an optimistic view of us or of the world but it is very realistic; and it leads us to . 
the only true hope we have.  This morning I want to look at three things; first living with our imperfections, then 
understanding our imperfections and finally, God’s wonderful solution to our imperfections. 
 
Remember, in Ecclesiastes, Solomon contrasts looking at life as if there is no God which he calls life under the sun 
and which he finds purposeless and futile; and looking at life from God’s perspective.  In vs. 15-22, Solomon takes a 
very realistic look at life under the sun and living with our imperfections and weaknesses. “I have seen everything 
during my lifetime of futility; there is a righteous man who perishes in his righteousness and there is a wicked man 
who prolongs {his life} in his wickedness.” (7:15) Solomon again looks at the unfairness of life under the sun.  There 
are good people who die young and evil people who live a long life. When our granddaughter spent 5 weeks at 
Children’s Hospital earlier this year, we daily saw babies and small children who had yet to commit a single sin, 
suffering with the most horrific of ailments and it breaks your heart.  You can’t understand why this happens; just 
that in this world, it often does.  And in the same way, there are awful people who enjoy life and health and wealth.  
There is a theological explanation for this but that’s not Solomon’s point here.  His concern is more practical. How 
do we live in an unfair world where righteousness often appears to go unrewarded and sin often appears to go 
unpunished?  How do we live as imperfect people in an imperfect world?  Solomon’s advice sounds strange. “Do 
not be excessively righteous and do not be overly wise. Why should you ruin yourself? Do not be excessively wicked 
and to not be a fool.  Why should you die before your time?”  (7: 16-17) Notice that the reason for both commands 
is the same; our own survival and wellbeing. Solomon asks, “Why ruin yourself?  Why kill yourself?”  Verses 16-17 



are two ways to ruin your life; two extremes to avoid in the kind of world in which we live.  The first is surprising; 
don’t be excessively righteous or overly wise.  How can anyone be too righteous or too wise?  The clue to this 
mystery is in the context.  In vs. 18, Solomon says that the one who fears God will avoid the twin errors of vs. 16-17; 
of being too good and of being too bad.  “It is good that you grasp one thing (meaning vs. 16) and also not let go of 
the other; (meaning vs. 17) for the one who fears God comes forth with both of them.”  Solomon says that those 
who fear God – which is Solomon’s definition of wisdom – will avoid both extremes.  So the kind of righteousness 
and wisdom Solomon is talking about in vs. 16 is not the kind of righteousness and wisdom that comes from 
fearing God.  Solomon is warning against self-righteousness and being wise in our own eyes; being overly religious 
and overly scrupulous; thinking that we can and should be perfect; something Jesus warned about often. It’s 
thinking that I’m better than other people and God owes me.  It is pride in our religiosity, our doctrine, our 
denomination, our understanding of the Scriptures, our spirituality, our background.  It’s the attitude of the older 
brother in the parable of the Prodigal Son who got mad at his father for throwing a party when his wicked younger 
brother returned home instead of throwing a party for him since he had always been the good son.  Jesus’ point in 
that story is that both brothers were lost and that their father loved both.  That’s why He constantly warned 
people to beware of the deadliness of religious hypocrisy and self-righteousness.  Some people are like the self-
righteous older brother, others are like his younger brother and give themselves over to wickedness and 
debauchery which Solomon warns will also ruin us. Solomon concludes that it is good in the world in which we live 
to “grasp both” (both vs.16 and vs. 17) and to understand the twin dangers of self-righteousness and wickedness 
because rather than opposites, they are simply two sides of the same coin of rebellion against God.  Some people 
avoid God by being very bad and others avoid God by being very good.  Neither wants God just as neither son in 
Jesus’ story wanted their father.   One son left home to get away from his dad.  The other did everything his father 
told him in the hope of keeping his father off his back and controlling him. If he kept the rules, his father owed him. 
That’s why Solomon says that those who fear God (which is the Old Testament way of saying those who trust God) 
will come away with or recognize both dangers as equally harmful.  The fear of the Lord which is what Solomon 
calls wisdom protects us from both extremes.  We can be honest about our own sinfulness and failures and yet not 
give ourselves over to the control of those sins.   
 
“It is good that you grasp one thing and also not let go of the other; for the one who fears God comes forth with 
both of them.” Why are people who truly fear God neither self-righteous nor wicked?  People who fear God – that 
is, people who are truly wise – see themselves realistically and see sin realistically.  First, they see themselves 
realistically.  They aren’t trying to prove anything because they know God accepts them through what Christ has 
done and not because of what they do.  They don’t have to pretend to be more righteous than they are.  They are 
free – indeed compelled – to see themselves as they are.  Early in his ministry Paul calls himself the least of the 
apostles.  Later he calls himself the least of the saints.  At the end of his life, he calls himself the foremost of 
sinners.  Did Paul suffer from a deteriorating self image?  No, the more he got to know Christ, the more he saw his 
own sin.  The more spiritually mature Paul became, the more clearly he saw his own imperfections.  He saw the log 
in his own eye that he needed to remove before he could remove the speck in his brother’s eye because he didn’t 
compare himself with his brother, he compared himself with Jesus.  Do you struggle with self-righteousness?  Do 
you compare yourself to other Christians…judge other Christians… take pride in the fact that you’re not like other 
people?  Do you think God owes you because of how good you are?  Do you tend to rest on your laurels for past 
obedience and neglect obeying today as a result?  Solomon would say that you’re excessively righteous; that you 
are wise in your own eyes.  It is impossible to stand in the presence of Christ and be proud; and so if you’re proud 
of your righteousness or obedience or morality, you’re not spending time with Jesus.  Just like the light of day 
reveals spots in the carpet which are invisible in artificial light, so walking in the light of His presence reveals sin 
and disobedience we would normally be blind to.  I’ll get mad at somebody and then take it to the Lord; only to 
find He doesn’t want to talk about him; He wants to talk about me and how I do the same things I get mad at 
others for.  Fearing God protects us from being righteousness in our own eyes. 
 
How does fearing God protect us from the other extreme, of being excessively wicked? This is really the other side 
of the same coin of not taking sin seriously.  The self-righteous thinks, “I’m not all that bad.”  And it’s not much of a 
stretch for the wicked to think, ”Sin isn’t all that bad.”  One doesn’t have an accurate view of himself; the other 
doesn’t have an accurate view of sin.  That’s why the church historically has swung between two extremes; religion 
and irreligion. Religion says we have to live a moral life to be saved.  Irreligion says that God loves and accepts 



everybody so it doesn’t matter how we live.  Religion says I’m righteous enough for God to accept me and 
irreligion says God doesn’t care about righteousness.  Religion says “God loves me because I’m good.”  Irreligion 
says, “God loves me and so I can live however I want.” Both religion and irreligion don’t believe in the God of the 
Bible and therefore deny the need for the cross.  If I can earn my way to God by myself, Jesus didn’t have to die 
and if God doesn’t care about sin, Jesus didn’t have to die.   Jesus only had to die if God is holy and takes sin 
seriously and if God is loving and saves sinners.  We’ll talk more about this in a minute when we look at God’s 
solution to our imperfection. What I want you to see is sin is a response to what we believe or don’t believe about 
God.  If I fear and trust God, I will not give myself over to wickedness because I know the consequences.  That’s 
why if we’re struggling with any area of sin, the place to begin is to ask, “What do I really believe about God?”  Do I 
believe that no good thing does He withhold from those who walk uprightly?  That God is a rewarder of those who 
diligently seek Him?  That because of who God is, it is to my great advantage to obey Him?  Sin isn’t failure of self-
control, it is a failure of faith. 
 
Solomon continues with why we need to accept our own imperfections and yet not surrender to them.  How do I 
live with my imperfection? (Vs. 19) “Wisdom (the fear of the Lord) strengthens a wise man more than ten rulers 
who are in a city.”  Fearing God which in this context seeing yourself realistically and as God sees you; avoiding 
both self-righteousness and wickedness will make you strong.  Solomon says it is better to be wise than to have ten 
powerful friends in high places because powerful friends can’t protect you from yourself; and as long as we don’t 
see ourselves realistically, we are vulnerable to all kinds of errors and temptations.  The person who is very aware 
of their own weakness and imperfection and how vulnerable to sin they really are is safer than the person who is 
surrounded by powerful allies. It’s the person who doesn’t take their own imperfections seriously who is most 
likely to fall. (Vs 20) “Indeed, there is not a righteous man on earth who continually does good and who never sins… 
and that includes you.  The wise person recognizes that not only is she a sinner, everybody is a sinner; sin is 
universal.  There are no truly righteous people on earth and to think otherwise is not wise.  For this reason, 
Solomon says in vs. 21-22, “Also, do not take seriously all words which are spoken, so that you will not hear your 
servant cursing you.  For you also have realized that you likewise have many times cursed others.”   Accept your 
imperfections.  Accept other people’s imperfections.  Don’t expect other people to behave differently than you 
behave. Everybody gets cursed or criticized occasionally because everybody curses and criticizes. Before I became 
a leader, I would occasionally criticize other leaders behind their backs; never imagining that one day I also would 
be criticized.  And when I was, I was devastated that other people did not think as well of me as I did.  Well, 
Solomon tells me that I wasn’t being realistic.  I criticized people behind their back because I’m a sinner and people 
criticize you behind your back for the same reason.  So don’t expect more from others than you expect from 
yourself.  You are a sinner living in the midst of other sinners.  Expect to be sinned against just like you sin against 
people.  Here is Solomon’s point.  We don’t live in a perfect world because we are not perfect people.  And the 
sooner we accept that fundamental reality, the sooner we will live a far happier and well-adjusted life.   Isn’t that 
cynicism?  No, it is only cynicism if it makes us bitter and judgmental.  It should make us aware of our need for 
God’s mercy and grace and extending that same mercy and grace to those around us.  We’ll never reach a point in 
this life when we won’t need God’s daily pardon for our sins; and no one else will either. 
 

Now in vs. 23-29, Solomon moves from living with our imperfection to understanding the reason we’re imperfect.  
Why are there no righteous people in the world?  Why can’t we live the kind of lives we want to live and know we 
should live?  As Solomon contemplates the imperfections of human nature, he comes to three discoveries: sin 
enslaves, sin is universal and sin is an aberration.  First, sin isn’t just something we choose.  We’re not imperfect 
because we choose to be imperfect.  We are unable to be perfect because sin is an enslaving power.  Let’s read vs. 
23-26. “I tested all this  (referring to human imperfection) with wisdom, {and} I said, "I will be wise," (Solomon 
wants to understand people) but it was far from me. What has been is remote and exceedingly mysterious. Who 
can discover it? I directed my mind to know, to investigate and to seek wisdom and an explanation, and to know 
the evil of folly and the foolishness of madness.” (i.e. why are people sinful?) Solomon thought a lot about human 
nature and he says that it was a very difficult research project.  How can we understand the evil of folly and the 
foolishness of madness – meaning why is the human heart bent toward evil? Why does every beautiful, innocent 



baby eventually become a weak, sinful adult? Solomon says that human nature is a great mystery.  How can 
people be so noble and so base at the same time?  How can people with the highest ideals and morality still make 
such stupid decisions? Solomon asks “Who can discover it?  Who can understand human nature?  Solomon says he 
sure doesn’t but that he has made three discoveries. Here is the first. “And I discovered more bitter than death the 
woman whose heart is snares and nets, whose hands are chains.”  Solomon may be talking about a specific woman 
here.  After all, Solomon’s great weakness was women and he was in a position to have any woman he wanted – 
and he did.  He had 700 wives and 300 concubines and the Scriptures tell us that Solomon’s wives turned his heart 
away from the Lord.  So Solomon was very aware of the power of lust and desire.  However, I don’t think Solomon 
is talking about a specific woman here but about sin itself.  Solomon often uses women to symbolize both wisdom 
and folly especially in the first 9 chapters of Proverbs where he compares sin to a beautiful, seductive woman who 
turns deadly and wisdom to a virtuous woman who you have to pursue diligently to win.  One is very attractive in 
the beginning but deadly in the end; while the other is hard to get but is very worth it in the end.  That’s what 
Solomon means here.  Sin is very attractive in the beginning but deadly in the end.  It seduces us, then enslaves us 
and finally destroys us.  Sin wouldn’t be a problem if it wasn’t attractive.  The problem is, we don’t see how deadly 
it is until we’re in its trap. That, Solomon says, is the nature of sin and why humans are imperfect and why there 
are no righteous people.  It’s not that we don’t want to be righteous, we can’t.  Sin deceives us, enslaves us and 
kills us; and only God can free us. That’s why Solomon continues in vs. 26, “One who is pleasing to God will escape 
from her, but the sinner will be captured by her.”  The first thing Solomon discovered about human imperfection is 
that we are the captives of sin.  We’re not sinners because we sin.  We sin because we’re sinners.  This is what 
theologians call total depravity; what every human is apart from God’s grace in our behalf.  Total depravity doesn’t 
mean we are as bad as we can be because we can see obvious differences between good and bad people. Total 
depravity doesn’t mean that we are as bad as we can be but that we are as bad off as we can be.  We are born 
enslaved to sin and to a nature that is in rebellion to God and refuses to believe or to obey God.  That’s why even 
in those areas where we hate our sin, we find we can’t stop sinning – unless God steps in.  He is the only one who 
can free us from our depravity – as Solomon says in vs. 26, “One who is pleasing to God will escape from her, but 
the sinner will be captured by her.”  We’ll talk more about that in a moment. 

So the first thing Solomon discovered about the reason for human imperfection is that sin is an enslaving power.  
The second is that we’ve all been captured.  Sin is universal.  Look at vs. 27-28. “Behold, I have discovered this," 
(here’s a second discovery Solomon has made in his research into human imperfection) says the Preacher, "{adding} 
one thing to another to find an explanation, which I am still seeking but have not found. (Solomon is realistic.  He 
hasn’t figured out human nature.  He’s just made a few discoveries.) I have found one man among a thousand, but 
I have not found a woman among all these.”  This passage continues to be a bad one for women isn’t it?  First 
Solomon talked about the woman who is more bitter than death.  Now he says that out of one thousand people, 
he could only find one man who is righteous man and not one woman. Is Solomon really a sexist?  No, he’s just 
repeating what he said up in vs. 20 about there not being a righteous man on the earth.  Maybe in his research, he 
interviewed a thousand people and only found one who truly feared God – and he happened to be a man.  But 
Solomon is not saying that men are more righteous than women because that would not only contradict the rest of 
Scripture but what Solomon just said about there not being one righteous person on earth.  In Solomon’s research 
into human nature, he has discovered that sin is universal problem.  As Paul writes in Romans 3:10-12, quoting 
Isaiah, "THERE IS NONE RIGHTEOUS, NOT EVEN ONE; THERE IS NONE WHO UNDERSTANDS, THERE IS NONE WHO 
SEEKS FOR GOD;ALL HAVE TURNED ASIDE, TOGETHER THEY HAVE BECOME USELESS; THERE IS NONE WHO DOES 
GOOD, THERE IS NOT EVEN ONE."  And in vs. 23, Paul summarizes. “For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory 
of God.”  We cannot understand ourselves or the world in which we live until we understand sin. What exactly 
does Paul mean when he says, “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God?”  Going back to Romans 1, sin 
is rebellion against God.  Paul says that even though we knew God through what He had made, we did not honor 



Him as God or give thanks, but turned our backs on Him, suppressed the truth about Him, hid from Him and 
created our own gods to worship.  Sin is anytime I say to God - either actively or passively - I’m going to do what I 
want, not what You want.  I’m going to think the way I want to think, not the way You want me to think.  I’m going 
to treat people the way I want to treat people, not the way You want me to treat people.   I’m going to do my will - 
not Yours.  And I’m going to look elsewhere for happiness than from You. Sin is not simply doing bad things.  Sin is 
living without taking God into consideration; living as if God doesn’t matter or exist.  And we’re all infected with 
this same rebellious spirit towards God.  We all want our own way. As we saw earlier, some of us are religious 
sinners and some of us are irreligious sinners but we’re all sinners. That’s what Paul means when he says all have 
sinned.  All are under sin’s dominion.  We’re all slaves.  Some sin because they want to.  Some sin in spite of 
themselves.  But we all sin.  We can’t help it.  

So in his attempts to understand human imperfection, Solomon discovers both the enslaving power of sin and the 
universality of sin; that everybody is in the same boat.  The third thing Solomon discovers is that sin is an 
aberration.  Things are not the way God intended. Let’s read vs. 29. “Behold, I have found only this; (Solomon’s 
third discovery) that God made men upright, but they have sought out many devices."  As Solomon looks at human 
imperfection, he discovers that God didn’t create people imperfect.  God made men upright.  When God created 
Adam and Eve, He created them innocent and without sin.  Sin didn’t enter the world until Adam and Eve became 
discontent with what God provided and sought out other ways to be happy on their own.  Sin entered the world 
and human nature was corrupted. God isn’t to blame for our sin; even though many today believe that He is.  “God 
made me this way.  I was born this way.”  Until we understand that what we have become is an aberration from 
what God originally created us to be; that humans suffer from a deformed human nature which cannot be upright.  
That’s why it is a mistake to look at our desires and inclinations and to think, “God made me the way I am.  Why 
then does He command me not to do the things I want to do?  It’s not fair.  He made me this way.”  Solomon 
answers, “No, He didn’t.  We are far from what God made us to be and that’s why following what feels natural and 
right to us never results in life and health but in misery and destruction.  We are the victims of a fallen and 
deformed human nature that naturally is inclined toward evil and self-destruction and the more we follow that 
nature, the worse off we are.   I couldn’t wait to leave home for college so that I could live the way I wanted to live 
and be no longer constrained by my parents’ out-dated and middle class morality.  I entered college at the 
beginning of the sexual revolution and the throwing off of a repressive, Puritanical morality to just do what came 
naturally; and we did.  I fully expressed my natural desires and it almost killed me.  As Oscar Wilde said, “There are 
only two tragedies in life: one is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting it.”  If getting what we want 
doesn’t satisfy but instead destroys us, it should cause us to ask what’s wrong with me?  Solomon answers, “Sin 
has deformed and corrupted what you were created to be.”   

Our imperfection is our biggest problem and the world’s biggest problem.  All of our misery and trouble find their 
source in our sin and in other people’s sin.  If it wasn’t for sin, life would be great. Is there a solution?  The good 
news of the gospel says yes and that is why the gospel is good news.  God’s solution to human imperfection is 
Jesus whom God sent to save us from our sins.  Paul writes in Romans 1:16-17, “For I am not ashamed of the 
gospel for it is the power of God for salvation; to the Jew first and also to the Greek.  For in it, the righteousness of 
God is revealed from faith to faith, just as it is written, “But the righteous shall live by faith.”  Vs. 16-17 reveal five 
things about the gospel.  First, the gospel is good news announcing that we have been rescued or saved. The 
gospel is the power of God for salvation; which presupposes that we need to be rescued from something: but 
saved from what? In the verses which follow Paul describes the “many devices” that Solomon referred to in vs. 29.   
Instead of looking to our Creator for all that we need, we look somewhere else, and as a result we are separated 
from God and enslaved to a rebellious human nature; and need to be rescued from that nature and from the 
consequences of living under its rule. Second, the gospel says we cannot save ourselves because as Paul says, the 



gospel is the power of God for salvation; only God can save us from the penalty of our sins, from the power of our 
sins and ultimately from the presence of our sins.  The big difference between the gospel and every other religion 
is that every other religion focuses on what we must do for God.  The gospel focuses on what God has done for us 
through Jesus Christ.  Third, the gospel teaches that God saves those who trust Him.  The gospel is the power of 
God for salvation for everyone who believes, whether Jew or non-Jew.  The good news is that salvation from our 
imperfections is by faith in what God has done for us through Christ; not by our attempts to earn it or deserve it.  
Jesus is the hero of the Bible.  In fulfillment of hundreds of years of promises in the Old Testament, God sent His 
Son to become a man and our substitute: to live the life we failed to live so that we might be credited with His 
perfect record of obedience as a gift from God; to die the death we deserved to die, dying in our place on the cross 
and bearing the just punishment for our sins, so that we might be pardoned and then rising from the dead and 
conquering death in our behalf that we might be reconciled to God and live with Him forever.  And we are saved 
from sin when we simply place our faith in Christ and what He has accomplished for us.  Fourth, the gospel teaches 
that God saves us by making us righteous; because in the gospel the righteousness of God – the way God makes 
people righteous - is revealed from faith to faith: God declares those who believe in Jesus to be righteous.  When 
we put our faith in Jesus, God declares that everything that is true of Jesus – the only truly righteous man – to be 
true of us as well and we are clothed with His righteousness and perfection in God’s eyes.  Jesus comes to live in us, 
and we are born again.  The person we used to be – the slave of sin – dies and a brand new me is born, a child of 
God and a slave to righteousness.  Jesus begins the process of making us just like Him in our experience and in 
eternity.  Finally, the gospel is not a new plan of salvation or contradictory to the Old Testament but is the 
fulfillment of what God always promised to do.  The gospel is the story of the Bible; which is why Paul writes, “In it, 
(gospel) the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith, just as it is written, (in the OT) “But the righteous 
shall live by faith.”  The gospel is not a new way of salvation because God has always saved people on the basis of 
faith. Only faith in Christ frees us to have an accurate view of ourselves.  I am saved by what Christ has done for me, 
not by anything I do, so I have nothing to prove or to protect.  The One who knows me best loves me most and so I 
am free to honestly face my sins and imperfections rather than hiding from them and pretending I’m better than I 
know I am.  And because He forgives me, I am able to forgive and accept others.  Finally I am no longer a slave to 
those sins because I have been made new.  I’m a new person in an old body and Jesus in me not only has changed 
my nature but daily gives me the desire and the power to conquer the old habits of that body so that I can live 
consistently with who I really am now. 
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