
Emptiness with a Purpose 
Ecclesiastes 4:1-4 

 
Again, I saw all the oppressions that are practiced under the sun. Look, the tears of the 
oppressed—with no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was 
power—with no one to comfort them. 2 And I thought the dead, who have already died, 
more fortunate than the living, who are still alive; 3 but better than both is the one who 
has not yet been, and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun. 4 Then I 
saw that all toil and all skill in work come from one person’s envy of another. This also is 
vanity and a chasing after wind. 
 
I have found over the years that Ecclesiastes has a profound message that is misunderstood. 
The above paragraph is an example of this misunderstanding. In verse one the pain and 
empathy expressed by the Great Preacher over the mistreated in his kingdom, by those who 
care for nothing but themselves, gives him pause. He is moved by the injustice. But we tend to 
miss his point as we read the following three verses that suggest it is better never to have been 
born. By concentrating on this we miss the point. We make a false conclusion if we think that he 
thinks despair is the only proper response to the injustice of the world.  
 
Let me ask you, have you ever been so sad at the state of affairs in the world that you haven’t 
said, “I wish I was not here to see this.” It is empathy that drives these statements of emptiness 
and despair. Especially, when you don’t believe you can do anything about it. Even if you are 
king. This book isn’t about vanity, emptiness or despair as the only solution. It is about empathy, 
compassion and sympathy as that which is from God. The paradox of this situation can only be 
overcome by following God and his precepts.  
 
I love the works of Vincent Van Gough. His vision of beauty and the bright colors expose his 
hope that fill the heart with possibility. But recently, I have taken to looking more at his early 
work, which are mainly sketches and dark oils. These early works were on the heels of his failed 
attempt at being a missionary to the peasants in Etten and Nuenen. It was also during this time 
that his father died, whom he shared a stormy relationship with. During this turbulent time, he 
took to drawing the peasants of the villages. None of them were happy pictures. The faces of 
the peasants were hard and drawn. But there is something about them that bring out their heroic 
nature; and in return brings out Vincent’s sympathy for their plight. My favorite lithograph and 
painting of this period is the Potato Eaters. The scene is men, women and children at a very 
simple table, with simple and ragged Dutch clothing, having dinner. All they have on the table is 
tea and potatoes. There is hardly any light in the room and the walls are dingy and unclean.  
 
It is no secret that Vincent was in a state of despair at this time, but it didn’t prevent him from 
reaching out with the empathy he had left. Eventually, his sadness overcame him. He had to be 
rescued by his brother Theo, who took care of him his whole life; and believed in him as a great 
painter. Theo and Vincent died around the same time, one not being able to live without the 
other. Devotion and love filled their lives for each other, but it could never really heal Vincent’s 
despair.  
 
You might say with the Great Preacher of Ecclesiastes, “O that I had not been born.” But that is 
the sadness talking, and that is not all that needs to be said. Why not say, “O what a life that 
provided such light.” Through one of his paintings, whether it be The Potato Eaters or Starry 
Night, there shines an instrument of God for the benefit of all who are in despair. He reached 
through his darkness to find the beauty that stood beyond his reach. This is compassion. 


