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INTRODUCTION 
1. Like many, I have a deep appreciate for the movie, The Princess Bride. 
     a. The story is compelling, primarily because it features some memorable characters. 
     b. One of the most memorable is Vizzinin, a Sicilian kidnapper who loves his own intellect. 
 1) When in a challenge with Wesley, the hero of the story, he flexes his wits. 
 2) And then he offers up one of my favorite quotes in all cinema: 
 3) “You fell victim to one of the classic blunders - The most famous of which is "never get involved in a  

     land war in Asia' - but only slightly less well-known is this: 'Never go against a Sicilian when death is on the line!' 

2. I was thinking about the line when contemplating our Scripture text this week. 
     a. You see, there are times when isolation is best—times when it’s best not to get involved.  
     b. We have this opportunity before us every day when using social media. 
     c. You’ll scan a Facebook/Twitter thread that seemingly pulls you into an argument.  
     d. But you’re challenged with the opportunity of isolation: is it worth it to get involved? 
3. We’re still in our series on Ecclesiastes, a wisdom book from the Old Testament. 
     a. Here we read the wisdom of a Teacher trying to come to grips with the meaning of life. 
     b. So far, he’s listed the meaningless things in life: EVERYTHING, WISDOM, PLEASURE, WORK. 
     c. This morning, we’ll read that isolation (and injustice) are meaningless as well. 
 
VERSES 1-3 
Again I looked and saw all the oppression that was taking place under the sun: I saw the tears of the oppressed—
and they have no comforter; power was on the side of their oppressors—and they have no comforter. 2 And I 
declared that the dead, who had already died, are happier than the living, who are still alive. 3 But better than 
both is the one who has never been born, who has not seen the evil that is done under the sun. 
 
1. I pray that none of us in this room have been personally involved in oppression. 
     a. In our country, we have a legal system that gets it right more than it gets wrong.  
     b. This is not to say that injustices doesn’t exist  
 1) I was once out driving with an African American friend of mine. 
 2) We were pulled over and I’m confident it was because the color of his skin. 
     c. But we are exposed to continuous oppression in the world today through media. 

1) Within church, we focus on Christian persecution—like in Muslim countries. 
2) But understand that oppression extends beyond our Christian realm. 

  a) One of the most persecuted nations in world is Myanmar (Burma). 
b) Buddhists persecution of Muslims is known as the worst in the world. 

2. The injustice of oppression is that the powerless have no one that can save them.  
     a. A touchy example here: why is the Israeli/Palestinian conflict is so divisive? 
 1) It’s that we remember the persecution of the Jews, including by Muslims. 
 2) But now, the tables turned: Israel has all the power; the Palestinians have none. 
     b. Oppression is wrong, hence the bold statement of VERSES TWO and THREE. 
     c. It would be better to be dead than to witness oppression first hand. 
3. Going even further than this, VERSE 3 says it would be better not to have been born. 
     a. This is not a new concept in the Scriptures; we recall it from the book of Job. 
 1) In this example of wisdom literature, Job lost virtually everything in his life. 
 2) In dealing with this loss, he asks questions just like the teacher in Ecclesiastes. 

3) Job 3:11 “Why did I not perish at birth, and die as I came from the womb?” 
     b. As done previously in the book, the Teacher offers an intense, Nihilistic view on life.  
 1) THE INJUSTICE OF THE WORLD IS SO GREAT, WHY EVEN WITNESS IT?!?! 
 2) The Teacher isn’t any more optimistic than those who live today. Read on. 
 



VERSES 4-6 
4 And I saw that all toil and all achievement spring from one person’s envy of another. This too is meaningless, a 
chasing after the wind. 5 Fools fold their hands and ruin themselves. 6 Better one handful with tranquility than two 
handfuls with toil and chasing after the wind. 
 
1. It’s an odd transition from oppression to work. You’d think the Teacher really hates his job. 
     a. But this transition seems to be connected in the meaninglessness of a new comforter. 
 1) Anyone can become a comforter/savior. There are no prerequisites for the role. 
 2) All it takes is for a person to step up and provide the comfort needed.  
     b. So why don’t they step up? Because they see the oppressed as potential competition. 
 1) If your opposition is oppressed, it could actually be of benefit to you. 
 2) Letting them to continue to be oppressed could improve your lot in life. 
 3) This mentality can be a source of prejudice and bigotry. 
 4) Envy is a sin that must be avoided at all costs. 
2. In the midst of all this meaninglessness, VERSE FIVE is random proverbial wisdom. 
     a. If you’re the one who folds your hands, you’re lazy and avoiding work.  
     b. Proverbs 6:9-11 “How long will you lie there, you sluggard? When will you get up from your sleep? A little sleep, a  

little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest—and poverty will come on you like a thief and scarcity like 
an armed man.” 

3. VERSE SIX then pulls together this proverb and makes the connection of injustice & work. 
     a. Laziness is not an acceptable reaction in a meaningless world.   
     b. If you’re just filling one hand (with own work), you’ll find a place of peace. 
     c. If you take on the added responsibility of helping injustice, you’ll have no peace. 
 1) Now, this sounds cruel, but there is truthfulness: this is why we don’t get involved. 
 2) An example of this is the Seinfeld finale. Often panned as a poor ending. 
  a) After the entire series, they’re arrested for not getting involved.  
  b) They witnessed a man getting mugged and didn’t help; they made jokes. 
  c) It best explained the whole series: these four people were self-involved. 
  d) They whined about their own injustices, but wouldn’t help others. 
4. We still have to move on to determine the Teacher’s point here. 
 
VERSES 7,8 
7 Again I saw something meaningless under the sun: 8 There was a man all alone; he had neither son nor brother. 
There was no end to his toil, yet his eyes were not content with his wealth. “For whom am I toiling,” he asked, “and 
why am I depriving myself of enjoyment?” This too is meaningless—a miserable business! 
 
1. Now we’re moving from injustice on to isolation.  
     a. If someone works all the time, there needs to be a goal at the end of things. 
     b. What is work? A deprivation of pleasure; time we spend from doing what we want. 
     c. So if you’re going to deprive yourself pleasure, there needs to be a benefit.  
2. “For whom am I toiling?” Typically for your family and friends.  
     a. You need to have people around with whom to share your victories. 
     b. And this sets the stage for why isolation is meaningless. 
 
VERSES 9-12 
9 Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their labor: 10 If either of them falls down, one can 
help the other up. But pity anyone who falls and has no one to help them up. 11 Also, if two lie down together, 
they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone? 12 Though one may be overpowered, two can defend 
themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken. 
 
1. This is one of the most popular verses I’m asked to include in a wedding ceremony.  
     a. The irony here is this is a huge case of a lacking context. 
     b. As much as it sounds poetic, these verses have nothing to do with love and marriage. 
2. Instead, there are multiple examples highlighting the importance of avoiding isolation. 
     a. If you fall down . . . 



     b. If you fall in the pit . . . 
     c. If you are cold at night . . . 
     d. If you get in a street fight . . .  
3. It’s summarized in a rope metaphor.  
     a. Rope is rope because it consists of individual strands which provide strength. 
     b. Again, in weddings, we talk about three strands with the first two being husband/wife. 
     c. Then who is the third strand? Preachers in weddings always say it’s God.  
     d. But read this again: there’s nothing in the text actually making this case.  
     e. Instead, it’s actually a simple logical argument: if two is good, three is better. 
4. The anecdote to isolation is community.  
     a. We need more people in our lives. 
     b. To make meaning of this world, you need to live life with others. 
 
CONCLUSION 
1. There is a connection between injustice and isolation and it’s found in the desert.  
2. In the third century, St Anthony the Great (of Egypt) felt convicted to follow call of Christ.  
     a. He sold all of his possessions, moved into the desert, tried to follow Jesus’ teachings. 
     b. This started a movement that many Christians emulated over the centuries. 

1) People like St. Anthony became known as desert fathers. 
2) Their perspective: they could perfect Christianity if they could stay isolated. 

     c. But our isolation will not solve the issues of injustice. 
3. To bring justice to the world, you need to get involved. 
     a. This is what Jesus did for us. He left his heavenly throne to get involved.  
     b. Isaiah 1:17 “Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless;  

plead the case of the widow.” 
     c. Romans 15:1 “We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves.” 
  


