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Don't Be Overly Righteous: Finding Faith in Life's Mysteries
A Sermon on Ecclesiastes 7:16
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Dismiss Kids/ Elders Prayer
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Introduction
Good morning! Today we will address another Parishioner's Pick – this one from Ecclesiastes. We have around 75 people reading through the Bible in our Wednesday night DMCs, and I know more of you are following the plan we print in the bulletin. The plan I am using—we have just read through Ecclesiastes. The other plans have already done that, and that is what has generated this submission from Ecclesiastes.
[NOTE: We are going to offer a group to read through the New Testament in September for those who haven't started out in January reading through the Bible, or if any of you have fallen off the wagon and want to jump back in. More info coming.]
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Old Testament Structure Review
Before we address today's scripture, I want to refresh us all on the structure of the Old Testament: Law, History, Poetry, and Prophecy.
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Ecclesiastes falls under the Poetry section, but I prefer to refer to it as wisdom. I have never been much of a poetry fan, and "poetry" can be misleading as we often think of rhyming. Old Testament poetry has nothing to do with rhymes but everything to do with seeking wisdom.
In these books we encounter:
· The problem of evil and suffering in Job
· The wide range of emotions as followers of God in the Psalms
· Basic rules of life and success in Proverbs
· The joy and pleasure of marital love in Song of Solomon
Understanding Ecclesiastes
Ecclesiastes is another book of wisdom but is sometimes hard to read. It comes off as depressing to me. "Meaningless" is a theme. The author seeks meaning but can't find it. He has access to all the money in the world but can't find it in power, pleasure, or wealth.
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I like Paul David Tripp's observation:
It is as though the preacher were standing in the middle of the cosmos and screaming, "What is this all about? There has to be more to my life than this. What in the world am I missing?" In this way, Ecclesiastes is a huge comfort to the thousands of people who have stood in the middle of their lives and asked the same questions. As the Bible so often does in its honesty about the struggles of life on this side of eternity, Ecclesiastes welcomes the reader to be honest with God about the seeming meaninglessness of life.
I do find comfort in this book – I'm not the only one who has these questions. I'm not the only one who sometimes can't make sense of the world. In a way, we all find ourselves in the author's shoes.
A Word of Caution
Ecclesiastes is a book of someone struggling through life to find meaning. He is frustrated, and because of that he says some shocking things, like our passage today. For that reason, whenever we come across a verse from Ecclesiastes, we have to keep in mind the overall context of the book. I am always wary whenever I see a quote from Ecclesiastes. They can be taken out of context and mean just about anything. In fact, they can seem to contradict the message of the Bible. I advise you to be careful as well.
Well, let's get to today's verse:
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Ecclesiastes 7:16 (ESV) — "Be not overly righteous, and do not make yourself too wise. Why should you destroy yourself?"
Why would anyone say that? Is this saying not to try hard to be good? It may appear to be saying that, but that would be contradicting a clear sentiment in the Bible. Scripture tells us to be holy as God is holy. Jesus tells us to be perfect as the Father is perfect. This can't mean we should be happy with being pretty good. So what does it mean?
Context Is Key
I think it will help to read the surrounding verses:
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Ecclesiastes 7:15–22 (ESV) — "In my vain life I have seen everything. There is a righteous man who perishes in his righteousness, and there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his evildoing. Be not overly righteous, and do not make yourself too wise. Why should you destroy yourself? Be not overly wicked, neither be a fool. Why should you die before your time? It is good that you should take hold of this, and from that withhold not your hand, for the one who fears God shall come out from both of them. Wisdom gives strength to the wise man more than ten rulers who are in a city. Surely there is not a righteous man on earth who does good and never sins. Do not take to heart all the things that people say, lest you hear your servant cursing you. Your heart knows that many times you yourself have cursed others."
The Preacher's Struggle
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One thing that has perplexed the preacher is the observation that good people suffer sometimes and bad people prosper sometimes. Things don't always go the way of the Proverbs. He does conclude that wisdom is good, but it doesn't always work. We all know that, and we all struggle with that. We may have experienced it firsthand and/or have seen it in the world.
Many people struggle with the facts—the reality—that Christianity often does not seem to work and that there is much evil and suffering in the world. This reality drives some away from God, or at least it causes doubt. You get a cancer diagnosis, you get passed over for the promotion, you see that cheaters got an A in the class while you studied hard and got a B, or your kids have issues that unbelievers' kids do not, and these hardships can cause one to become skeptical and teeter on the edge of unbelief.
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Solomon has the same problem in Ecclesiastes. He is teetering on the edge of unbelief because of the mess he sees in the world. He observes that living by God's wisdom does not always work out.
Akin, Daniel & Akin, Jonathan. Exalting Jesus in Ecclesiastes.
The Paradox of Righteousness
I admit, I have preached that being good has its rewards. I have taught my kids that. And I do believe that. And I believe Scripture teaches it:
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Exodus 20:12 (NIV) — "Honor your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the land the LORD your God is giving you."
Deuteronomy 4:40 (NIV) — "Keep his decrees and commands, which I am giving you today, so that it may go well with you and your children after you and that you may live long in the land the LORD your God gives you for all time."
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Proverbs 3:1–4 (NIV) — "My son, do not forget my teaching, but keep my commands in your heart, for they will prolong your life many years and bring you peace and prosperity. Let love and faithfulness never leave you; bind them around your neck, write them on the tablet of your heart. Then you will win favor and a good name in the sight of God and man."
Galatians 6:7 (NIV) — "Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows."
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1 Timothy 4:8 (ESV) — "For while bodily training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come."
I believe this to be true. But I also believe it can be true that it's not true all the time. While wisdom is valuable, it doesn't always pay off. This seems to be meaningless. How do you make sense of this?
Finding Meaning in the Mystery
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This is where I find some meaning in our verse: "Don't be overly righteous or wise" may mean that we can't figure this out! Life will always be a mystery! No matter how righteous and no matter how wise you are, you still will find exceptions to the rules like we see in Proverbs. Don't put your hope in a results-based faith! Wisdom is to be pursued, but even wisdom doesn't make sense of life.
This has been a theme in Ecclesiastes – power doesn't give meaning, strength doesn't give meaning, wealth doesn't give meaning, pleasure doesn't give meaning. And here in Ecclesiastes we find that even wisdom has its limits.
Look what he says elsewhere:
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Ecclesiastes 8:16–17 (NCV) — "I tried to understand all that happens on earth. I saw how busy people are, working day and night and hardly ever sleeping. I also saw all that God has done. Nobody can understand what God does here on earth. No matter how hard people try to understand it, they cannot. Even if wise people say they understand, they cannot; no one can really understand it."
Ecclesiastes 11:5 (ESV) — "As you do not know the way the spirit comes to the bones in the womb of a woman with child, so you do not know the work of God who makes everything."
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Deuteronomy 29:29 (NASB 2020) — "The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever, so that we may follow all the words of this Law."
There are things we just don't know, so don't be overly righteous or overly wise.
"Be not overly righteous, and do not make yourself too wise." It wasn't a call to mediocrity or moral compromise. It was an invitation to humility, a recognition that faith is not about controlling God through good behavior but about trusting Him even when—especially when—life makes no sense at all.
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We Can't Manipulate God by Being Good
I can't be religious just because it pays off. Many times religion is sold this way – be good and good things will happen to you. Even though I believe this is generally true, we must realize that we cannot control things – even if we are good – overly righteous or overly wise – the rules of Proverbs sometimes are broken. And if our faith is in results, we will inevitably abandon that faith.
Sadly, some people resist faith in God or abandon their faith in God.
A Story of Lost Faith
I had an acquaintance in ministry—let's call him "Bob"—and he grew up much like me. He was born into a Christian home, he prayed to receive Christ as Savior at a young age, and he even felt called into ministry, so he pursued training in seminary. He got married to a Christian girl, had several kids with her, and pastored a couple of churches. However, through his time in seminary and then as a pastor of small churches, he became an aggressive atheist. The reasons he gives for his conversion to atheism are complex, but two of the reasons he gave for walking away from the faith are intriguing.
First, Bob became an atheist because he basically thinks Christianity "doesn't work." He gives evidence for this analysis starting with his childhood, years before he would abandon the faith. It started out with a really small thing before it progressed to bigger things. For example, when he was a boy, there was a girl he really liked, but she did not like him back. He prayed and prayed for God to help him win her over, but it never happened.
Akin, Daniel & Akin, Jonathan. Exalting Jesus in Ecclesiastes.
This has been an age-old obstacle to faith. Note, it doesn't make the world a better place. It doesn't give an answer. It doesn't give hope. There is no resolution. And maybe that's true, but I refuse to believe that.
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Our Ultimate Hope Is in God
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Our frustration over the absurdity of life drives us to God and His gospel. That is the answer to brokenness and meaninglessness.
When you follow God's design in this fallen world, things may not always work out immediately, but they will work out ultimately. God will make all things new in the end, and He will set all things right to His original design. Ecclesiastes says there will be a final reckoning where all is set right and made new. The wicked will not prosper forever, and the righteous who are in Christ will not suffer forever.
Akin, Daniel & Akin, Jonathan. Exalting Jesus in Ecclesiastes.
The Preacher's Final Conclusion
You cannot interpret Ecclesiastes unless you know the conclusion the preacher comes to:
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Ecclesiastes 12:13–14 (NASB 2020) — "The conclusion, when everything has been heard, is: fear God and keep His commandments, because this applies to every person. For God will bring every act to judgment, everything which is hidden, whether it is good or evil."
We don't trust in wealth, power, pleasure, or even wisdom – we trust that God will make everything right. Our faith is not tied to immediate results.
Faith Despite the Outcome
We must have the faith of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego and Esther:
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Daniel 3:16–18 (ESV) — "Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego answered and said to the king, 'O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer you in this matter. If this be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of your hand, O king. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the golden image that you have set up.'"
Esther 4:16 (ESV) — "'Go, gather all the Jews to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, and do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my young women will also fast as you do. Then I will go to the king, though it is against the law, and if I perish, I perish.'"
A Word to Both Seasons
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Maybe all is well with you. Maybe you have played by the rules and have seen all the beautiful results of a life lived in faith. Thank God for that, but also don't think you are better than those who seem to encounter one tragedy after another. Their faith may be as strong or even stronger than yours. They have just, for some unknown reason, are living in the frustration of a world that doesn't always work by the rules.
If you are one of those people, I pray your faith will remain strong. And I pray that this is just a season of pain and that it will pass. Do not think that you are somehow worse than others or that God doesn't love you. The fact of the matter is that this world is so complex. But one thing is sure – God will walk with you, and one day your faith will be sight!
We are all sinners and none of us deserve anything. We rest in God's mercy, and one day all will be well.

Scripture quotations are from the ESV, NIV, NCV, and NASB 2020 as noted.

