ECCLESIASTES

TITLE

The English title, Ecclesiastes, comes from the Greek and Latin translations of Scripture. The Septuagint used the Greek term, ekkljsiastjs for its title.  It means “preacher,” derives from the word ekkljsia, translated “assembly” or “congregation” in the New Testament.  Both the Greek and Latin versions derive their titles from the Hebrew title, Qohelet, which means “one who calls or gathers” the people.  It refers to the one who addresses the assembly, ie. the preacher (1:1,2,12; 7:27; 12:8-10).  Along with Ruth, Song of Solomon, Esther and Lamentations, Ecclesiastes stands with the Old Testament books of the Megilloth, or five scrolls.  Later rabbis read these books in the synagogue on five special occasions during the year – Ecclesiastes during Pentecost.

CONTENT

The ponderings of a Wisdom teacher, who wrestles with life’s realities; what is to be gained by achieving wealth or wisdom when in the end death claims both rich and poor, wise and foolish;  but especially set in the context of knowing the fear of God.

AUTHOR AND DATE

The autobiographical profile of the book’s writer unmistakably points to Solomon.

(1) The title fits Solomon, “son of David, King in Jerusalem” (1:1 cf. 1:12)

(2) The author’s moral odyssey chronicles Solomon’s life (1 Kings 2-11)

(3) The role of one who “taught the people knowledge” and wrote “many proverbs” (12:9) corresponds to his life.
Once Solomon is accepted as the author, the date and occasion become clear.  Solomon was writing, probably in his latter years (no later than 931BC) primarily to warn the young people of his kingdom, to avoid walking through life on the path of human wisdom.  His concluding exhortation is for them to live by the revealed wisdom of God (12:9-14).

BACKGROUND AND SETTING

David recognised his son, Solomon’s wisdom (1 Kings 2:6,9) before God added to what was already there.  After he received a “wise and understanding heart” from the Lord (1 Kings 3:7-12), 

Solomon gained renown for being exceeding wise by rendering insightful decisions (1 Kings 3:7-12), a reputation that attracted “all the kings of the earth to his courts” (1 Kings 4:34).  In addition, he composed songs and proverbs (1 Kings 4:32), activity befitting only the ablest of sages.  Solomon’s wisdom, like Job’s wealth, surpassed the wisdom “of all the people of the east” 
(1 Kings 4:30; Job 1:3).

The book is applicable to all who would listen and benefit, not so much from Solomon’s experiences, but from the principles he drew as a result. Its aim is to answer some of life’s most challenging questions, particularly when they seem contrary to our expectations.
EMPHASES

The transitory nature of present life; how to live wisely in a world where the only certainty is death and judgement; the futility of human pursuits that do not take the fear of God into account.
OVERVIEW

Ecclesiastes comes to us from an editor (12:9-14) who has compiled the teachings and proverbs of an Israelite king who calls himself Qohelet (assembly), a title that alludes to his role as a teacher of wisdom in an assembly – presumably of God’s people (12:9).  While Solomon is more than likely that king, he is nowhere named as such.

A prologue (1:1-11) sets forth the basic concern that drives Qohelet’s enterprise, namely the hebel (breath, vapour, NIV = meaningless) nature of human life in a world that continues as it was before and after anyone’s own life span.  The book concludes with the words of the editor-compiler, who encourages contemplation of Qohelet’s words as goads for the young, but also warns that there is a proper limit to such speculation (12:12), and in the end he makes sure that all is placed within the ultimate setting of biblical wisdom: fearing God by keeping His commandments gives meaning to human life.

The words of Qohelet himself are enclosed (1:2; 12:8) by the melancholy refrain: “Hebel, hebel”, says Qohelet.  “Hebel of hebel.  Everything is hebel.”  The rest is an enquiry into how one should live, since reality isn’t as neat and clear cut as some expressions of traditional wisdom might lead one to think.  What the author does is to play and replay certain themes, all the while moving toward his concluding advice to the young (11:9 – 12:7) – to enjoy life while they are young, but to do so remembering their Creator.

While many commentators see little clear order to the outline of the book, J. Sidlow Baxter offers the following:

Introduction 1:1-11

(1) The Quest by Personal Experiment (1,2)

· the search in wisdom (1:12-18)

· the search in pleasure (2:1-11)

· comparison of the two (2:12-23)

· an interim conclusion (2:24-26)

(2) The Quest by General Observation (3-5)

· forefixedness of the natural order (3)

· ills and enigmas of human society (4)

· advice in view of the aforegoing (5:1-17)

· second interim conclusion (5:18-20)

(3) The Quest by Practical Morality (6-8)

· material things cannot satisfy the soul (6)

· so expedient morality advocated (7:1 – 8:8)

· but there are strange anomalies (8:9-14)

· third interim conclusion (8:15-17)

(4) The Quest Reviewed and Concluded (9-12)

· the big evil remains – one event to all (9:1-6)

· mirth, wisdom, morals, all fare same (9:7 – 11:8)

· going with faith in God and life beyond (12:1-7)

· final conclusion (12:13-14)

UNDERSTANDING ECCLESIASTES

Traditionally, no other book in the Bible has been as difficult to follow.  This is because of:

(1) the rambling nature of many of Qohelet’s observations, at least to the Western mind

(2) some strikingly antithetical statements existing together in the same book

(3) the negative side of some of the statements, which seem contradictory to the rest of the Bible.

But if the book is read from the editor-compiler’s point of view – that of a teacher of wisdom who, living before the full revelation of the resurrection, recognised the value of Qohelet’s assertion that life in the present doesn’t always add up – then the final message of the book is not at all hedonistic or fatalistic as some have made it out to be.  Crucial to understanding this is to appreciate Qohelet’s own context.

First, Qohelet writes within Israel’s Wisdom tradition, a tradition that was not trying to speak for God in the same way as the prophets did, but one that was musing carefully on life in order to teach the young how to live before God.  And somewhat like the author of Job, but in contrast to the way some might mechanistically apply the book of Proverbs, Qohelet is convinced that the ways of the Creator are past finding out.  Although he maintains a sturdy trust in God throughout (2:24; 3:11-14; 5:7b,19; 9:7) and believes God to be just (3:17; 8:12,13), he nonetheless finds the real world not as predictable as, for example, Job’s comforters, who see a sure cause and effect to everything and so represent a kind of “wisdom” Qohelet is reacting strongly against.

Four realities dominate Qohelet’s overall perspective:

(1) God is the single indisputable reality, the Creator of all, and the One from whom all life comes as a gift (eg. 3:12-14), including its (for Qohelet) usually burdensome nature.

(2) God’s ways are not always, if ever, understandable (3:11; 8:17).

(3) on the human side, what is “done under the sun” (2:17) simply is not logically predictable.  In fact, much of it doesn’t add up at all.  The way things should be (the righteous get the good, the wicked gets the bad) is not in fact the way things are – at least not consistently in this present life.

(4) The great equaliser is death, which happens to rich and poor, wise and foolish alike.  Given Qohelet’s lack of hope in an afterlife, then once you’re dead, you’re gone – forgotten, no matter what your life may have once meant (9:5,6).  And it is this reality that makes life “hebel” (a word that occurs 37 times, just over half of its 73 Old Testament occurrences).

At issue is what this word means for Qohelet, since it literally means “wisp of air” or “vapour”.    Most of the time, he uses it as a metaphor for the nature of human existence.  A tradition that goes back to the Septuagint translates it “emptiness” (cf. KJV “vanity”, “in vain”), pointing to the vaporous nature of our lives.  Another tradition, followed by the NIV, goes for “meaningless”.  While either works well in some instances, neither fits every instance.  In most cases, the sense seems to be the passing/transitory/unsubstantial nature of things, like vapour itself.  This seems especially to be its sense in the prologue, where human life, in contrast to the constancy and “oldness” of the world, “evaporates” very quickly.  The vapour that is our life is also elusive, lying outside our own control.  It is like “chasing the wind” (a play on hebel = wisp of air).

So what are we to make of such a vapour, these “few and hebel days” we pass through like a shadow (6:12 cf. 2:3; 5:18), especially in the light of life’s inequalities and, for the one who lives apart from God (‘the fool’), its utter meaninglessness?  Qohelet’s answer is not, as some have thought, “milk it for all you can, because you only go round once” (a misunderstanding of his repetition of the “eat and drink” theme – 2:24; 3:13; 5:18; 8:15; 9:7).  Rather, his point seems to be that, even if one knows so little except the certainty of the grave, one should live life, “hebel” as it usually is, as a gift from God.  This is because, in the end, joy and pleasure come not in “getting” (securing “profit” from what one does) – because that will evaporate – but in the journey itself, the life God has given.  Death comes to all alike, but not all live alike.  In such a world, joy and satisfaction are to be found in living the rhythms of life without trying to be in control or to make gain of what is itself merely transitory.

Even read from this perspective, Qohelet’s wisdom is not altogether comforting.  But overall, it is an orthodox book.  In the end, Qohelet does not leave his readers dangling.  One way is clearly preferred over another, and the contradictions of life serve to highlight the fact.

His conclusion is just that – a conclusion, in the light of all that’s been said: “Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion to the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. For God will bring every deed into judgement, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil” (11:13,14)

These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.154-157), and to a lesser extent, both “Explore the Book” by J. Sidlow Baxter (Marshall Morgan and Scott 1966, pp.143-168) and “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.169-174). 
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ECCLESIASTES
1:1-11 Introduction to the Theme

After the heading where Qohelet is identified as a Davidic king but purposely not named, verses 2-11 introduce the main themes: everything is like a vapour; nothing human is permanent or new. Then what is the profit of human toil (v.3)? What is our purpose in life? The question has to be asked because in verse 4: human beings come and go; only the earth is permanent – which is illustrated in several ways (vs.5-7), before concluding on the note of the finiteness of humanity in the face of the massive reality of history (vs.8-11)

1:12 – 2:26 Finding our Purpose through Personal Experiment

First, the preacher sought to find humanity’s purpose through wisdom (1:12-18). But he found that trying to find our purpose through natural wisdom was “chasing after the wind” (1:17) because there was always something that eluded him (1:15). With increased wisdom and knowledge came increased sorrow and grief (1:18)

So next he turned to pleasure (2:1-11) – laughter (v.2), wine (v.3), building homes, gardens, vineyards, reservoirs (vs.4-6), servants (v.7a), riches (vs.7b,8a), singers and a harem (v.8b). But pleasure and it all brought “was meaningless, a chasing after wind” (1:11)

Wisdom and pleasure are then compared (2:12-23). While wisdom was better than pleasure (2:13), death overtakes both the wise and the foolish (2:14,15) and in time both are forgotten (2:16). Whatever inheritance they may have is left to the next generation who has not worked for it in any way (2:17-23).

The first conclusion is: make some adjustments – to enjoy the gift of life as from God rather than using it to make gain (2:24-26).

3:1 – 5:20 Finding our Purpose through General Observation of the World and 

                  Human Affairs

In chapter 3 the writer observes in life the mystery of Divine Providence which seems to create an unchangeable “fixedness” to our world – a “fixedness” that most people not only don’t understand but can’t enjoy. In the midst of this unchanging human landscape are injustices (3:17) that God alone in some final judgement will have to put right (3:17).Whether we come into this world as an animal or a human being, we’re still going to die (3:18-21) and all this is part of God’s testing process (3:18). Will we enjoy what we have (3:22)?

Human society is disfigured by injustices, inequalities, enigmas and superficialities (4:1-16). The desire for gain results in oppression of others and actually makes one think it would have been better never to have been born (4:1-3). Labour and success come from envy (4:4-6). Such striving creates loneliness (4:7,8), when living with others is obviously better (4:9-12). Using an illustration from kingship (4:13-16) he concludes that poverty with wisdom is better than success with foolishness. The youthful “successor” to an old king eventually suffers the same fate as the one he succeeded. The conclusion is again: “This too is meaningless, a chasing after the wind” (4:16)

Pondering God’s reality and providence, we are told to “stand in awe of God” (5:7), to live sensitively before Him in what we do and say (5:1-7). And pondering the contradictions of human possessions, ambition and position (5:8-17), we are further encouraged not to set our hearts on earthly riches (5:10-12). Wealth can be lost through misfortune, leaving no inheritance (5:14-17; cf. 1 Timothy 6:6-10 where Paul reflects on this passage), before returning again to God-given contentment (5:18-20). So the second conclusion parallels the first from 2:24-26 “it is good and proper for a man to eat and drink, and to find satisfaction in his toilsome labor under the sun during the few days of life God has given him – for this is his lot” (5:18).

6:1 – 8:17 Finding our Purpose through Practical Morality

But how few have found the contentment encouraged from 5:18-20 (6:1,2)? A stillborn child is better off than a rich man who in the end doesn’t even have a proper burial (6:3-6). “All man’s efforts are for his mouth but his soul [literal] is never satisfied” (6:7). Chapter 6:8-12 summarises the book up to this point.

The writer now steers a middle path regarding wisdom, neither idolising nor hating it, but living in the full light of it, since even in our transient life, wisdom is better than foolishness – and this includes embracing death (7:2-4). The contentment argued for earlier is still central (7:7-24). Even if wisdom itself is elusive (7:23-25), some wise things can be learnt - such as the need to avoid the woman who sets a snare (7:26), and the reality that human beings have gone astray, despite how they were created (7:27-29).
The question “Who is the wise man?” (8:1) is put into the context of the king’s court (8:2-6). The wise man will withdraw rather than confronting the king. This observation is then applied to the wise who cannot change things as they are (8:7,8). Verses 9-15 return to the theme of wickedness and injustice, insisting that it is better to fear God and enjoy the life He has given, but concluding on the enigma of life (8:16,17)

9:1 – 12:14 Finding our Purpose – Reviewed and Concluded

Many previous themes are picked up once again: the certainty of death itself (9:1-6), that meaning lies in enjoying whatever life has given us (9:7-10), even though the outcome is unpredictable and often unpleasant (9:11,12). So true purpose in life is not found in pleasure or anything else this present life offers (9:3-12), nor in human wisdom (9:3-18), though wisdom is admittedly better than foolishness (9:16-18). Chapter 10:1-20 continues to ponder the advantage of wisdom over foolishness.

In 11:1-8 the writer returns to a former theme, this time emphasising our lack of control of the times, based on our limited understanding (11:1-6) and concluding on the reality of life as bittersweet (11:7,8).

Having repeatedly advocated the enjoyment of this brief life to the extent possible and while it lasts, the writer concludes by focusing on the young man (the wise man’s son 12:12). The shortness of youth gives him an even shorter time in which to make the most of his opportunities. So he is urged to live life to the full (11:9,10) in light of the slow but steady intrusion of death into life as people age (12:1-7). This is what it means to “remember your Creator” (12:1,6). Chapter 12:8 serves to enclose the whole book (cf. 1:2). Life is transitory and elusive.

The compiler, whose voice was heard previously in 1:1,2 and 7:27 now adds an epilogue, highlighting the value of Qohelet’s arguments, but summarising his own orthodox perspective in verses 13,14 (cf. Qohelet’s in 8:12,13). Qohelet’s conclusions are true: life’s emptiness without the fear of God and keeping His commandments should impel the truly wise to think on these “words … right and true” (12:10) – the words of Ecclesiastes.

These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book by G.Fee and d.Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.157-160) and “Explore the Book” by J. Sidlow Baxter (Marshall, Morgan and Scott 1966, pp.189-192),
