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Ecclesiastes

Some might feel as if the book of Ecclesiastes should carry a warning label for those who are prone to melancholy and depression. As the “Preacher” unloads his philosophy and assessment of life, a dark cloud of emptiness, futility, and worthlessness seems to fall over all human endeavors.

The supposed writer is Solomon, who identifies himself with the Hebrew name Qohelet. The exact meaning of this name is not completely clear, though it seems to indicate one who assembles, or a master of the assembly. The Preacher’s message is a dark, somber, sermon that paints human existence in despairing and depressing hues. 

“Ecclesiastes can sound strangely contemporary to us. We may think that despair has merely come of age in our own day, now that we have grown out of our benighted state of imagining light where there is none, and into an enlightened state of seeing the darkness that is. But this book – [two or three thousand years old] – belies any notion that skepticism is modern. Truly, there is nothing new under the sun, not even skepticism.”

-Mark Dever

Though Ecclesiastes certainly sounds like a pamphlet for the pessimist, or a sermon for the cynical, behind all the gloom and disillusionment there is an inspired purpose.

“His purpose for doing this, though nowhere stated, may be inferred from his conclusion (12:13-14)…He intended to demonstrate empirically to people the insecurity of all human effort to provide any real meaning, value, or significance to their lives ‘under the sun’ and to drive them to trust in God alone.”

The key to interpreting this enigmatic and often bleak book is to keep in mind the key phrase of the book, which is “under the sun.” This phrase is found 29 times, and is the qualifying principle behind the pessimism of the Preacher’s assessment that “all is vanity.”

Under the sun, detached from any heavenly hope or help, all of this life is as the Preacher portrays it, “vexation of spirit (1:14)”, or chasing after the wind.

In his privileged life, the author of Ecclesiastes had been everywhere, seen everything, and experienced all there was to experience on this earth under the sun. This book is the story of his journey and the conclusion he reached when he reached the end of all this life had to offer.

In surveying this intriguing book, there are three things we note. First of all, we see:

I. THE SUBJECT CONSIDERED BY THE PREACHER

The opening 11 verses of the book serve as an introduction, and thesis statement. The Preacher’s thesis is that “all is vanity”. His subject is summarized in the question of verse 3, “What profit hath a man of all his labour which he taketh under the sun?”

To what end, and for what good do men labor and live on this earth? That is the subject that is considered by the preacher. Ecclesiastes deals with the age old question of the meaning of life.

In the opening verses, we see:


A. How he assessed his subject

The Preacher does not make the reader wait until the end of his sermon to find out his assessment of the subject of life’s meaning. In verse 2, the preacher uses a phrase that he will repeat throughout the book. He says, “Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity.”

The word that is translated as “vanity” is hevel, and it speaks of emptiness and futility. The word can literally mean a vapor. “Whatever disappears quickly, leaves nothing behind and does not satisfy is hevel, vanity.”
 Right up front, the preacher says that the meaning of life is a myth, because life has no meaning.

Notice not only how he assesses his subject, but also:


B. How he approached his subject

It is vitally important that the reader remember the perspective from which the writer is writing. It is in the key phrase, “under the sun.” In Ecclesiastes, the meaning of life is considered strictly within the bounds of that which exists under the sun.

Though God is mentioned in several key places throughout the book, the Preacher’s conclusions about the emptiness and meaninglessness of life are directly related to his view of life apart from God.

“He did not seek Divine revelation, or spiritual discernment. He studied human affairs as such, man in his pursuits, in his labors, in his pleasures; ever reaching, never attaining; ever seeking satisfaction, never finding it; always looking for the new, ever finding it old. He was occupied with earthly things…everything that was material, and it all proved to be vanity and vexation of spirit.”
 – C.W. Slemming

In surveying Ecclesiastes, notice not only the subject considered by the preacher, but notice also further:

II. THE STUDY CONDUCTED BY THE PREACHER

The opinion and philosophy that is expressed throughout Ecclesiastes is not that of a novice, or a fool. If Solomon is the author, as is supposed, then his wisdom is renowned. Moreover, in verse 13, the Preacher explains the study and the search that led him to his conclusions. He said, “And I gave my heart to seek and search out by wisdom concerning all things that are done under heaven…”

This quest for meaning “under the sun” was exhaustive and complete. The Preacher was qualified to speak about life because he had lived it and studied it to its fullest degree. 

Notice a couple of things about this study conducted by the preacher. Notice first of all that:


A. He studied through experience

Beginning in the 12th verse of the opening chapter, the Preacher describes his own life experience, and his personal pursuit of everything that life had to offer. He tried, among other things: Learning (1:13), Laughter (2:1), Liquor (2:3), Labor (2:4-6), Luxury (2:7-8a), Lust (2:8).

In verse 10, he summed up his personal pursuit of pleasure by saying, “And whatsoever mine eyes desired I kept not from them…” His was a no-holds barred, lawless, epicurean pursuit of anything and everything that tantalizes, tempts, and teases the desires of man. His wealth and position afforded him an experimental grant unlike anyone has ever had. 

At the end of his journey through the gamut of life’s offerings, the Preacher said, “Then I looked on all the works that my hands had wrought, and on the labour that I had laboured to do: and, behold, all was vanity and vexation of spirit, and there was no profit under the sun (2:11).”

Notice not only that He studied through experience, but notice also that:


B. He studied through examination

Much of the remaining book of Ecclesiastes is the result of what the Preacher saw and observed and learned from looking at the world around him. Phrases like, “I saw”, “I have seen”, and “I considered” permeate the Preacher’s sermon.

The Preacher was a student of life. He observed and examined the movements and motions of humanity. He watched the generational shifts (1:4), the seasonal patterns (3:1-8), the societal injustice (4:1-3), and the temporal success (13:17) that mark the human experience under the sun.

Occasionally, the Preacher will insert what He believes to be the only antidote for the inherent misery of life under the sun. For instance, in verse 18, of chapter 5, the preacher says, “Behold that which I have seen: it is good and comely for one to eat and to drink, and to enjoy the good of all his labour that he taketh under the sun all the days of his life, which God giveth him: for it is his portion.” Even this assertion is offered with the view of life under the sun, and is the result of the preacher’s examination of the world around him, divorced from an eternal perspective.

Chapters 7-11 are a mixture of proverbial advice, and more of the Preacher’s observations on the futility and flaws of human existence. 

In surveying this book, we see not only the subject considered by the Preacher, and the study conducted by the preacher, but notice also finally that we see:

III. THE SETTLED CONCLUSION BY THE PREACHER

Though the Preacher has lamented much of the silliness and emptiness of life under the sun, he does not end his sermon with a defeated and despairing tone. In chapter 12, the Preacher points the reader to the only sensible pursuit in a life that is so often futile.

“…the dominant mood of the book is pessimism, but the author, Solomon, was no pessimist, cynic, or skeptic, as some critics have claimed. He was a believer who sought to destroy people’s confidence in their own efforts, their own abilities, their own righteousness and to direct them to faith in God as the only possible basis for meaning, value, and significance to life ‘under the sun’.”

Notice a couple of things regarding the conclusion by the Preacher. Notice first of all, the Preacher concludes that:


A. There is something we should regard in life

While the Preacher feels that life under the sun is meaningless, he does not assert that everything is itself without meaning. Notice carefully what the Preacher says in 12:9-10

“And moreover, because the preacher was wise, he still taught the people knowledge; yea, he gave good heed, and sought out, and set in order many proverbs. The preacher sought to find out acceptable words: and that which was written was upright, even words of truth.”

The Preacher concludes that while this world’s offerings are empty and vain, there are “words of truth” that deserve attention and study. The emptiness of life can be countered by the weight and fullness of God’s truth!

The conclusion, after all the cynical, skeptical assessments of this life is that we should give heed to truth!

The Preacher concludes not only that there is something we should regard in life, but also that:


B. There is something we should remember in life

The most important verses of the book are its final two. In verse 12:13-14, the Preacher says, “Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep his commandments: for this is the whole duty of man. For God shall bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing, whether it be good, or whether it be evil.”

The futility, emptiness, and vanity of life is combated by the remembrance of a man’s responsibility and accountability to the God who lives above the sun. The point the Preacher makes is that as long as a man seeks for meaning and purpose under the sun, he will be sorely and inevitably disappointed.

It is only when a person lifts their gaze, their aim, and their pursuit to the God above this world, and beyond this world that hope, meaning, and purpose are ultimately discovered.

In his book on the Old Testament, Mark Dever makes the important point that Ecclesiastes was never meant to be a substitute for the whole Bible. He says, “To know the truth of God, we need the full revelation of God himself that he gives us in the whole Bible.”

Ecclesiastes serves to remind us to look up. Once we adjust our focus beyond that which is under the sun, we then find the only place where life makes any true sense. 

“If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God. Set your affection on things above, not on things on the earth. For ye are dead, and your life is hid with Christ in God.” Colossians 3:1-3
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