
Y oung William Borden was destined for greatness. Borden 

was a millionaire by age 19, having received a sizeable in-

heritance after his father’s death in 1906. He was president of an aca-

demic honor society at Yale University, had a likeable personality, 

was good-looking and sociable, and even participated on the wres-

tling team. Borden probably could have been anything he wanted, 

but he chose to become a missionary. Borden had a powerful conver-

sion to Christ in his teenage years. During his years at Yale, he led 

Bible studies and founded a local rescue mission for the needy with 

his own money. After seminary at Princeton, he determined his call 

was to go to China and share the gospel. He sailed across the world 

toward China at age 25 but decided to stop in Egypt to study Islam 

and Arabic. And there in Egypt, at age 25, he died. Borden contract-

ed meningitis, which ended his life three weeks after he arrived in 

Egypt. His young life, full of potential, was snuffed out before he re-

ally got going. 

 The most common struggle I’ve heard about the Christian 

faith, whether from a new Christian or a longtime Christian, is this: 

Why does God let bad things happen to good people? Good Presby-

terian theology teaches us that there aren’t really any “good” people 

—we all fall short of God’s glory. But good Presbyterian theology 

also teaches us that God is in control of the whole world, which 

makes it hard to understand why He’d let someone like William Bor-

den die while a ruthless dictator lives a long and prosperous life.  

Why does God let terrible things like Auschwitz or the war in Gaza 

happen? Why did God let someone you love be diagnosed with 
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dementia, or go through a divorce, or lose their best friend?  Why 

does a good, loving, and caring God let bad things happen to good 

people? 

Lots of us struggle with this question. A 2000 Barna survey 

asked, “If you could ask God one question, what would you ask 

him?” The most common response was, “Why is there pain and 

suffering in the world?” Philosophers call this question “The Prob-

lem of Evil.” There was an entire graduate-level, semester-long class 

offered at my seminary called “The Problem of Evil.” If God exists, 

and God is powerful, and God loves us, then why would He let such 

evil happen in the world?  

 Believe it or not, God is not afraid of that question. The Bible 

addresses it often. I believe that, more than any other worldview, the 

Christian religion takes evil seriously when properly understood. 

Let’s look at just one of those passages where the Bible talks about 

bad things happening to good people in Ecclesiastes 8:14-9:1a (ESV). 

T here is a vanity that takes place on earth, that there are 

righteous people to whom it happens according to the 

deeds of the wicked, and there are wicked people to whom 

it happens according to the deeds of the righteous. I said 

that this also is vanity. 15 And I commend joy, for man has 

nothing better under the sun but to eat and drink and be 

joyful, for this will go with him in his toil through the days 

of his life that God has given him under the sun. 

16 When I applied my heart to know wisdom, and to see the 

business that is done on earth, how neither day nor night 

do one's eyes see sleep, 17 then I saw all the work of God, 

that man cannot find out the work that is done under the 

sun. However much man may toil in seeking, he will not 

find it out. Even though a wise man claims to know, he can-

not find it out. 

9 But all this I laid to heart, examining it all, how the right-

eous and the wise and their deeds are in the hand of God. 

Our teacher today shares four ideas, which we’ll go through one 
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at a time as we go through his words.  

Injustice is a problem.  

Injustice is a word I’m using to summarize the concept “bad 

things happen to good people.” Injustice is that feeling you experi-

ence when an obvious criminal gets off on a technicality, when a 

kind person gets taken advantage of, or when the Yankees and 

Dodgers both go to the World Series again. And injustice is a part of 

our world. The writer of Ecclesiastes says, “There are righteous people 

to whom it happens according to the deeds of the wicked, and wicked people 

to whom it happens according to the deeds of the righteous” (v14). The 

NIV translation puts it this way: “The righteous who get what the wick-

ed deserve, and the wicked who get what the righteous deserve.” Life isn’t 

fair. Ecclesiastes has a word for this unjust feeling: vanity. 

The teacher of this book really likes to use this word, starting 

from the very beginning: “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher. All is 

vanity!” (Ecc 1:2). Optimistic guy, right? You’d like to have him at 

your party. Most scholars think this book was written by Israel’s 

wise King Solomon. But right now, it sounds like it was written by 

your angsty friend in middle school who’s just going through a hard 

time. 

Why does Solomon say everything is vanity? Does he mean life 

is pointless or meaningless, or does he mean something different? 

The word translated as “vanity” literally means something like a 

breath, mist, or puff of smoke. Think about that. Life’s like a breath, 

a vapor, a puff of smoke? On my 23rd birthday, my friend joked that 

I should keep the candles so I could use them for my 32nd birthday. 

That’s next year! How did that happen?  

Some of you know this feeling. Seniors in high school—you still 

feel like you’re 17. Where did the last year go? 78-year-olds with 

grandkids—you still feel like you’re 48. Where did the last 30 years 

go? I’ve heard life compared to a toilet paper roll; the closer it gets to 

the end, the faster it goes. You can’t grab a puff of smoke. You can’t 

get your arms around it. If you try to close your fist around a puff of 
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smoke, it drifts out of your grasp. Life is like that sometimes. It’s 

hard to figure out. We can’t understand it. 

Sometimes, we can find good reasons for bad things. Take the 

Biblical story of Joseph, for example; many bad things happened to 

him. His brothers sold him into slavery in Egypt, but then he rose to 

power in Egypt and saved the world from famine. “You meant evil 

against me, but God meant it for good” (Gen 50:20). Or take Romans 

8:28: “For those who love God all things work together for good.” Some-

times, we get a peephole into God’s big plan. You lose a job, but it 

saves your marriage. You get dumped and find the love of your life. 

You get cancer and find Jesus. But other times it seems like bad 

things happen for no clear reason. We never figure out what makes it 

“okay.”  

A few weeks ago, my wife and I were on a trip and tossed some 

granola bars in our car to snack on. Then I got an automated phone 

call. There was a mass recall of that brand of granola bars due to the 

potential presence of metal in the granola bars. Something had gone 

wrong in the manufacturing process. Perhaps something in the sys-

tem broke, so flecks of metal got into a few bars. I don’t know about 

you, but I don’t enjoy biting into a hunk of metal very much, so I 

threw away the bars so I wouldn’t run the risk. The point was this: 

the system was broken, so each bar had the chance of being infected 

with the problem. I could have bitten into a thousand of those grano-

la bars and been fine, but on number 1001, I might have bitten into a 

chunk of metal.  

This is what Solomon is saying. A thousand times, the righteous 

person’s life goes better. You build trusting relationships. You get 

good job recommendations. You take care of your body. But one 

time in a thousand, a healthy person gets sick. The hard worker gets 

fired. The theological reason is simple: a broken system produces 

broken results. And there’s something broken in the system of the 

world—we call it “sin.” From the beginning, when sin entered the 

world bringing with it death, destruction, and disaster, our world 

sometimes produces broken results. The problem is you don’t get to 



throw away your life and buy a new one. Whichever life you bite 

into is the one you get, and sometimes you bite into metal.  

So, bad things sometimes happen to good people, sometimes evil 

exists that can’t be stopped, and you can’t predict it. What do we do 

about it, Solomon? That’s where Solomon moves into a surprising 

response.  

Joy is our response in the midst of injustice.  

 In verse 15, Solomon writes:  

And I commend joy, for man has nothing better under the 

sun but to eat and drink and be joyful, for this will go with 

him in his toil through the days of his life that God has 

given him under the sun.   

At first glance, this sounds like the life philosophy of cheerful 

nihilism. Bad things happen to good people, so let’s do whatever we 

want. Might as well eat, drink, and be merry! If you don’t believe in 

a God or heaven or a great purpose, this is a reasonable response to 

evil. If terrible things might happen, we might as well enjoy life now. 

 But Solomon’s attitude is different. For Solomon, joy isn’t an es-

cape from evil; it’s a gift in the midst of evil. One commentator, Da-

vid Gibson, writes that this is the core message of Ecclesiastes: Life is 

a gift, not gain. Try to grasp it.  It will elude you like a puff of smoke. 

Receive it as a gift and experience joy. 

Elsewhere in Ecclesiastes, Solomon tells us that joy is God’s gift. 

In the first two chapters, Solomon tells us all the things he pursues to 

try to escape this “breath-like” feeling about life: he pursues wealth, 

riches, fame, fortune, laughter, love—and finds everything wanting. 

He concludes this:  

There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat 

and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, 

is from the hand of God, for apart from him who can eat or 

who can have enjoyment? For to the one who pleases 

him God has given wisdom and knowledge and joy. 

 Ecclesiastes 2:24-26  
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Notice how joy isn’t some hedonistic escape. It’s a gift to the per-

son who pleases God. “Enjoyment in our toil,” Solomon says. It is the 

lot God has given us. Injustice happens. God gives us joy in the 

midst of it.  

Note that Solomon is not saying, “Hey, just cheer up!” Solomon 

takes evil much more seriously than that. He’s not just saying to try 

feeling happy. Joy is different from happiness. Joy is a quality that 

runs deeper than emotion. Joy is what happens when someone you 

love embraces you at a funeral. It’s what happens when someone 

drops off a meal after you lose your job. Joy doesn’t displace sadness; 

it happens within sadness. It is why Paul tells us in Philippians 4:11 

that he’s learned to be content in all circumstances. In fact, brain sci-

ence has recently revealed that is just the way God wires us. Our 

brains run on joy the same way a car runs on fuel. We are meant to 

receive good gifts of food, drink, games, fun, and laughter. This can 

be surprising to hear in church. Usually, we think that churches 

warn us about indulging in the world: don’t do this, don’t do that. 

But even the staunch old Presbyterian John Calvin warned his fol-

lowers not just against overindulgence but also against over-

austerity. We’re meant to enjoy God’s good gifts. It’s our lot in the 

world of imperfection. 

But here’s the key to joy. If you try to use it to get better instead 

of as a gift, you will always be let down. Think of it this way. Have 

you ever been totally primed for an amazing meal and then been let 

down? I’m a huge steak fan, but we don’t eat it much at home.  I 

keep my red meat intake low, and I do not like spending lots of mon-

ey, so I treat myself to steak on very rare occasions—like after hiking 

a dozen miles. After hiking a dozen miles and not having had steak 

for a long time, I start thinking about steak. I start dreaming about 

steak. I start imagining how every bad thing in my life will fade 

away, and I’ll be transported to the third heaven as I consume this 

piece of meat. And when this happens, I’m usually disappointed by 

the steak. Not because it’s bad, it’s usually delicious. It just fails to 

transport me to the third heaven. 



Joy is like that. If we receive God’s good gifts for what they are, 

they’re just that—gifts. But life is a gift, not gain. If we try to make it 

better or figure it out and think that food or drink or something else 

will get us there, we’ll always be disappointed. It’s like the old wis-

dom: Money makes a great servant but a terrible God. It’s the same 

with joy and with God’s other good gifts. The early church fathers 

and mothers didn’t avoid suffering; they expected it, believing it was 

a gateway to deeper joy and a deeper intimacy with Jesus.  Joy is the 

element we need to help us cling to our faith because Solomon’s an-

swer for why bad things happen to good people is his next idea. 

It’s not always possible to understand injustice.   

In verse 17, Solomon shares that we won’t always know the an-

swer.   

Then I saw all the work of God, that man cannot find out 

the work that is done under the sun. However much man 

may toil in seeking, he will not find it out. Even though a 

wise man claims to know, he cannot find it out.  

We can’t always understand God’s work. We can’t always under-

stand injustice. Bad things happen, and we might never find out 

why. 

We have a deep desire to understand things. We like under-

standing stuff. My favorite example is Thing Explainer, a book by a 

physicist named Randall Munroe.  Munroe tries to explain compli-

cated things in the world by only using the ten thousand most com-

mon words in the English language—words everyone understands. 

Here, for example, is his explanation of nuclear power plants, or 

“Heavy Metal Power Buildings.” 

These buildings use special kinds of hard-to-find heavy 

metal to make power. If you put a piece of this metal close 

to another piece, it will make heat. To make power, people 

try to put pieces of this metal close enough to each other 

that they make heat fast, but not so close that they go out of 

control and blow up. This is very hard, but there is so much 

heat and power stored in this metal that some people have 
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wanted to try anyway. 

 Thing Explainer is helpful to a point. On one hand, it can give 

you a rudimentary understanding of nuclear power or space shuttles 

(Up-Goers, in Munroe’s words). On the other hand, you certainly 

would not give a nuclear physicist a copy of Thing Explainer and ex-

pect him to safely operate a nuclear plant! At the end of the day, 

complicated things need complicated words. Complicated ideas 

need complicated responses. And evil is the most complicated thing 

there is.  

Sometimes, in our longing to understand God and the world and 

evil, we try to use the Thing Explainer strategy. We want to find a 

silver bullet answer for why God lets kids get sick, why God lets 

hurricanes strike land, why God won’t ever let the Chicago Bears go 

to the playoffs, or why God lets people we love die. But it’s just not 

that simple. You won’t find one sentence to explain evil any more 

than Thing Explainer can deal with nuclear power. You can find 

some answers. But according to Ecclesiastes, even a wise man can’t 

figure out his “why” when he is looking into the casket of someone 

he loves. 

Author Jerry Sittser wrote about the terrible tragedy of losing his 

wife, mother, and daughter all in the same accident in the best book 

on grief I’ve ever read: A Grace Disguised.  In it, Sittser talked about 

all the good that came out of his story, how many people were en-

couraged or came to know God better through his book and story. 

Yet, he says, he would give it all back in a minute if he could have 

his wife, mother, and daughter back. Good doesn’t help us to explain 

away evil. But while Sittser honestly writes about the brutal emo-

tions, he shares, “Rawness and bewilderment have given way to con-

tentment and deep gratitude. As strange as it might sound, I wish 

that every man could experience what I have, though without the 

acute suffering.” The leaders of our cancer support group here at 

church tell us that people regularly say, “I’m glad I got cancer. It’s 

how I found God. It’s how I found a deeper joy in my life.” 

It’s always possible to trust God when we don’t understand injustice.  



How is this possible? How can we experience deep joy without 

understanding injustice? Solomon shows us in verse 9:1,  “But all this 

I laid to heart, examining it all, how the righteous and the wise and their 

deeds are in the hand of God.” Solomon recognizes he won’t under-

stand everything on this side of eternity. But he does know one 

thing: All the righteous and the wicked and their deeds are in God’s 

hand; and one day, He will make all things right.  

Solomon seemed to know that just because he didn’t have all the 

answers did not mean that there were no answers. Tim Keller fa-

mously said, “If we knew everything God knew, we would make the 

same decisions he did.” We’re trying to make sense of the world 

with only three pieces of a thousand-piece puzzle. At the end of the 

day, what brings Solomon comfort is his knowledge that, even if he 

couldn’t find the answers, it did not mean there were no answers. 

Solomon wasn’t sure how, but he knew that he would. Elsewhere in 

Ecclesiastes, you see his constant trust that God would one day 

judge. 

If you were here to hear Rachael Denhollander speak recently, 

you know this truth. She experienced the horrific evil of sexual 

abuse, later confronted her abuser in court, and saw justice served, 

all while holding on to her faith in a God of justice and forgiveness. 

But though she experienced justice, she spoke of many abuse survi-

vors who don’t. Most abuse survivors, she said, will never experi-

ence justice on this side of eternity. She didn’t have the answer to 

why she got justice while others didn’t, which is why the message 

that God will judge evil is so crucial. Rachael said, “The most un-

loving thing a judge can do is act like something evil isn’t evil at all. 

When we act like evil isn’t as evil as it really is, we dim the glory of 

God’s final redemption.” 

God knows evil is evil. But God didn’t give us an answer to the 

problem of evil. Instead, He gave us a person. My wise pastoral care 

professors told me in seminary that when you show up at a hospital 

bedside or in a broken home, people usually aren’t going to remem-

ber what you say. They’re going to remember that you came. When 
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we don’t have answers, the biggest thing we crave is presence. To let 

us know that though we don’t understand, we’re loved. 

This is the gift God has given us amidst evil and brokenness. He 

hasn’t given us all the answers. Instead, He gave us his Son. Jesus is 

God incarnate—in the flesh. He showed up in an evil world. He ex-

perienced sickness and loss and pain. Jesus cried when his friends 

died, felt the twinge of getting betrayed by a friend and unrighteous-

ly accused. He knows evil. He felt evil. He experienced evil. He 

knows what it’s like. God gave us something better than an answer. 

He gave us a friend to stand with us, sit with us, and walk with us. 

Solomon invites us, when we can’t understand, to stop trying to 

understand. The longer we try to understand, the more frustrated we 

can become, like trying to use Thing Explainer to build a nuclear re-

actor. Our earthly language doesn’t always work. The surprising 

message of Ecclesiastes 8 is this: Life isn’t always meant to be under-

stood. It is meant to be received as a gift. There will be broken and 

hard and confusing times. And in those times, God gave us the 

greatest gift He could: His presence to walk alongside us, sit with us, 

grieve with us, and tell us it will not be this way forever. 

Let’s combine these four ideas Solomon has given us and draw 

out a theme. Remember: Injustice is a problem; Joy is our response in 

injustice; It’s not always possible to understand injustice;  It’s always 

possible to trust God when we don’t understand injustice. To com-

bine all these into one, I think Solomon’s message for us today is this: 

Life is meant to be received as a gift from God, not solved as a puzzle 

from God. Sometimes, good things happen to good people. Rejoice 

in those days. Receive those blessings. Sometimes, bad things hap-

pen to good people. Weep with those people. Grieve with them. Re-

ceive the gifts God has given and trust that He’ll make it right one 

day, through the promise of his incarnate Son. The words of Job ring 

true. The Lord gives. The Lord takes away. Blessed be the name of 

the Lord (Job 1:21). 

Holocaust survivor Corrie Ten Boom tells a story about being 

with her father on a train. She asked her father one of those questions 



young kids are prone to ask when they’re not quite old enough for 

the answer. Her father responds by asking Corrie to pick up his suit-

case and wheel it off the train. She tried—it was too heavy, she told 

him. He responded:  

Yes, and it would be a poor father who would ask his little 

girl to carry such a load. It's the same way, Corrie, with 

knowledge. Some knowledge is too heavy for children. 

When you are older and stronger, you can bear it. For now, 

you must trust me to carry it for you. 

There are answers. We might not know them, but we can trust 

Him to carry them for us—until the day He makes all things new.◼ 
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