An Overview of Ecclesiastes

Introduction

No book seems to be more misunderstood than Ecclesiastes.  Many dispute even the tenor of the book.  Is it a depressing book that illuminates all disappointments of life, leading to despair?  Or, does it have a more profound theme and purpose than simply cataloging the most trying questions of this life?

Ecclesiastes is an optimistic book, full of hope.  However, it is a realistic optimism that does not seek to dismiss or ignore the difficulties of this life.  Instead, it confronts them, questions them, wrestles with them, and ultimately acquiesces to them.  All along the way, the author introduces the reader to the conclusion of the whole matter, the purpose and meaning of life.  No simple purpose is proposed, only that which brings ultimate and profound satisfaction.  To come to this point, the author illuminates the vanity of other purposes upon which one may vainly build a life.  

The theme is only depressing if one is determined to find happiness and fulfillment in a purpose that can never bring ultimate satisfaction.  Being reminded or informed of one’s ultimate failure is always depressing.  Yet, Ecclesiastes offers hope for the one who is humble, seeking answers, and ready to accept truth at any personal cost.  This person will find the book optimistic as it offers hope and a means of finding satisfaction, fulfillment, and happiness in an otherwise miserable world.

Before beginning an overview of the text, it is beneficial to consider some background to the book.  This will help to provide a backdrop and context for the remainder of our study.

Authorship

The fact that the author of Ecclesiastes never specifically reveals his name leaves this question open for debate.  To some, this could be considered a meaningless question of academics; however, application of the answer to this question bears upon the inspiration of this text.  Because of the implications of authorship, some time will be spent considering this question.

Primarily, two options are offered for authors for Ecclesiastes:

· Solomonic:

The author of Ecclesiastes may upon first analysis seem a simple matter.  Although the author never specifies his name, his self-description appears to reveal the author’s identity:

“The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem. … I, the Preacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem.” Ecclesiastes 1:1, 12
Although David had multiple sons, and multiple sons who claimed the throne, only Solomon would be able to accurately make the following statements:

“I communed with my heart, saying, "Look, I have attained greatness, and have gained more wisdom than all who were before me in Jerusalem. My heart has understood great wisdom and knowledge."  Ecclesiastes 1:16
“I made my works great, I built myself houses, and planted myself vineyards.  I made myself gardens and orchards, and I planted all kinds of fruit trees in them.  I made myself water pools from which to water the growing trees of the grove.  I acquired male and female servants, and had servants born in my house. Yes, I had greater possessions of herds and flocks than all who were in Jerusalem before me.  I also gathered for myself silver and gold and the special treasures of kings and of the provinces. I acquired male and female singers, the delights of the sons of men, and musical instruments of all kinds.  So I became great and excelled more than all who were before me in Jerusalem. Also my wisdom remained with me.” Ecclesiastes 2:4-9
“Then I turned myself to consider wisdom and madness and folly; For what can the man do who succeeds the king? -- Only what he has already done.”  Ecclesiastes 2:12
Of David’s sons, who else but Solomon had the means and opportunity to perform such great works?  Who else could rightfully claim that he had gained more wisdom than any before him?  Although the list could be expanded to include David’s entire lineage that sat upon the throne in Jerusalem, the answers to these questions would remain the same.  The Bible designates Solomon as being the wisest man that ever lived (I Kings 3:5-14; 4:29-34; II Chronicles 1:7-12; 9:22-23).  No descendant of David ever arose who could accurately claim to excel Solomon in wisdom or riches.

In addition to the above arguments, the following points could be raised, which further suggest Solomonic authorship:

· Traditionally, almost without question, Solomon has been considered the author of Ecclesiastes.  All writers and scholars, from the times of the first Jewish rabbinical commentaries to the day of Luther, unanimously agreed that Solomon was the author.  It was commonly thought Ecclesiastes was proof that Solomon in his last years repented of his idolatry, turned back to the Lord, and penned one last great work to warn against choosing his own vainly chosen path.


· The language, content, and style are compatible with Solomon’s other writings, primarily Proverbs.  Moreover, the similarity would suggest that the same author penned both works.


· Only the wisest of men could have authored a work of “consummate skill and excellence” (Pulpit Commentary, v.9, p.iii)

The most persuasive evidence is the book’s own internal confession of authorship.  The supporting consensus of antiquity bolsters confidence in this conclusion, while the other arguments are admittedly somewhat circumstantial and might be easily dismissed.

· Post-Exilic:

Since the time of Luther, it has become more common for scholars to propose an author other than Solomon.  Although some may suggest, or guess an alternative, most would confess an inability to absolutely determine the author – only that it is not Solomon.

Among this group of scholars, the objections commonly raised can be categorized under the three following headings: 

· Character Incompatibilities – Includes references or statements that are judged incompatible with the character, Solomon.  Examples are included below:


· The Bible records nothing of Solomon’s repentance.  No reference is ever made to anything that could be constituted as a change of heart.


· Ecclesiastes makes no reference to the dangers of idolatry, which was the sin that destroyed Solomon.  No mention of remorse, sorrow, or any sign of repentance for this or other sins.


· The author hesitates to use the actual name of Solomon, although he may impersonate him, or assume his role.  All of Solomon’s other works bear his actual name.


· “King in Jerusalem” is nowhere else used in Scripture, much less of Solomon.


· The author says he “was” king, not “is” king (Ecclesiastes 1:12).  When could Solomon ever have written of his reign in the past tense?  


· The author states that he gained more wisdom than any before him in Jerusalem (Ecclesiastes 1:16).  This statement is judged more fitting for one who lived after the great succession of kings in Jerusalem, rather than at its beginning.


· Some statements are seen as inappropriate boasting, which are assumed to have been uttered by an outside observer (Ecclesiastes 2:7-9).


· Some advice is judged to be offered by a subject rather than a king (Ecclesiastes 8:2-5, 9).


· The author “slips” near the end and references himself as “a preacher” (12:9) instead of “the Preacher” (12:8), used in conjunction with Solomon (Ecclesiastes 12:8-14).


· Linguistic Incompatibilities – Includes use of language that is judged incompatible with Solomon’s time, Solomon’s language in Proverbs and Song of Solomon, or the remainder of the Ecclesiastes’ text.  Although there are over 100 recorded, so judged, incompatibilities, the most interesting is the use of Elohim for the name of God.  This is the common word for God, which may also be used to reference any pagan “god”.  The Hebrew proper name for God, Jehovah, is nowhere used in Ecclesiastes, although it is used almost a hundred times in Proverbs.


· Historical Incompatibilities – Includes references to circumstances that are inconsistent with the times and events of Solomon’s reign.  Solomon’s reign was the richest and most peaceable reign of all the Israelite kings (I Kings 4:20-34; 10:14-29), yet we read of the following incompatibilities with the history of his reign:


· War (Ecclesiastes 3:8).


· Corruption among the rulers and judges; perversion of justice (Ecclesiastes 3:16).


· Poverty; oppression of the poor (Ecclesiastes 4:1)


· Child ruler (Ecclesiastes 10:16)


· Tyrannical, unjust, and unworthy ruler (Ecclesiastes 10:4-7)


· Unknown or uncertain heir (Ecclesiastes 2:18-19)

Among this group of critics, who would argue against Solomon being the author, most would concur that the true author lived after the return from Babylonian exile.  Some have suggested Ezra or Nehemiah.  Others consider Ecclesiastes to be written by a rabbi from the Maccabean period.

Regardless of the alternative author chosen, the question that would naturally follow is, “Why would an author impersonate Solomon as author?”  The Pulpit commentary words an answer to this question as follows:

The writer assumes the role of Solomon in order to emphasize and add weight to the lessons which he desired to teach.  The idea that such personation is fraudulent and unworthy of a sacred writer springs from ignorance of precedents or a misunderstanding of the object of such substitution.  Who thinks of accusing Plato or Cicero of an intention to deceive because they present their sentiments in the form of dialogues between imaginary interlocutors?  Who regards the author of the Book of Wisdom as an impostor because he identifies himself with the wise king?  So common was this system of personation, so widely spread and practiced, that a name was invented for it, and Pseudepigraphal was the title given to all such works as assumed to be written by some well-known identity.  Thus we have the ‘Book of Enoch,’ the ‘Ascension of Isaiah,’ the ‘Assumption of Moses,’ the ‘Apocalypse of Baruch,’ the ‘Psalter of Solomon’, and many more, none of them being the production of the person whose name they bear, which was assumed only for literary purposes.  A moralist who felt that he had something to impart that might serve his generation, a patriot who desired to encourage his countrymen amid defeat and oppression, a pious thinker whose heart glowed with love for his fellow-men, - any of these, humbly shrinking from obtruding upon notice his own obscure personality, thought himself justified in publishing his reflections under the mantle of some great name which might gain for them credit and acceptance.  The ruse was so well understood that it deceived nobody; but it gave point and definiteness to the writer’s lucubration, and it also had the effect of making readers more ready to accept it, and to look in its contents for something worthy of the personage to whom it was attributed.  (Pulpit Commentary, vol.9, Ecclesiastes, p.v)

· Authorship Conclusions:

The Solomonic authorship provides the simplest explanation, but it does raise some questions.  The solution of a post-exilic author answers these questions, but it is snared by a fundamental flaw – the author impersonated Solomon.  Although this may seem harmless enough, one must ask, “Why would someone impersonate Solomon?”  “Why not just write under the author’s own identity?”  

Dishonesty and deceitfulness are obviously not the characteristics of any author under the influence of inspiration (I Corinthians 2:10-16; Titus 1:2).  If the intentions are assumed to be innocent and honest, then it must be assumed that the intention was to bolster the author’s credibility and open a door of consideration that may have otherwise been left prejudicially closed.  Only human authors, seeking to teach or persuade others of their own human thoughts, would require such efforts to establish their credibility or acceptance.  Since when has the Holy Spirit needed a Pseudepigraphal writing style to enhance the point and definiteness of His divine thoughts?  Since when have works of the Holy Spirit been classified in the same category as that of Plato or Cicero?  All other books that are considered Pseudepigraphal are also considered apocryphal – divinely uninspired, for example: the ‘Book of Enoch,’ the ‘Ascension of Isaiah,’ the ‘Assumption of Moses,’ the ‘Apocalypse of Baruch,’ and the ‘Psalter of Solomon’.  If Ecclesiastes is indeed Pseudepigraphal, then it is unlike any other book accepted as inspired and canon.

To place Ecclesiastes in the same category as these works is to challenge its canonicity.  To believe that the Holy Spirit inspired one human to author a work under the personation of another for the sake of credibility or acceptance is to admit the writing’s lack of credibility and, therefore, criticize its inspiration.  Although the original proponents of this alternative may have not foreseen this inherent conclusion, their criticism necessarily lays an axe to the divine origin of Ecclesiastes.

Therefore, if one is to accept the canonicity of Ecclesiastes, then one must also accept its own internal confession of authorship – Solomon.  What about the critics’ questions?  The answer to some of these questions will become apparent as further topics are discussed.  However, please consider these answers to part of the questions:

Regarding a required reference for Solomon’s repentance, it should be remembered that the Bible is not a complete history of any man’s life or any single event.  Among the gospels, some writers record some portions while others record other events.  It is believed that the authors, under guidance of the Holy Spirit, deliberately selected the content that was appropriate for their audience.  The Bible is written with a brevity and conciseness that is unparalleled.  We must content ourselves with what the Spirit reveals (Deuteronomy 29:29), realizing that the personal ending of the story’s are interesting, but not always necessary for our edification.  To require specific revelation of any one point is ignore faith’s requirement to infer upon incomplete information (Hebrews 11:17-19).

Regarding the lack of reference to the dangers of idolatry or Solomon’s repentance is ignoring the intended audience, scope, and outline of the book.  This point along with the use of Elohim for the name of God and the historical incompatibilities are considered in a following section.

Regarding Hebrew linguistic incompatibilities, it should be remembered that Solomon was in some sense more “well-traveled” than any other Hebrew.  Although we have no reference to his travels, it would be senseless to assume that the richest and most powerful king of the entire Hebrew history had not traveled to visit the kingdoms, which were either an ally or in subject to Solomon’s rule (I Kings 4:21, 24).  However, his experience and learning of other cultures and languages would have been unrivaled because of the profound number of visitors He received.  The Queen of Sheba came from distant Africa to learn from the wisdom God gave to Solomon (I Kings 10:1-13).  Far more people came to visit and see Solomon than the Queen of Sheba.  People from all nations, all over the world came to see Solomon and learn from him (I Kings 4:34; 10:23-24).  Would not the wisest man of the world take opportunity to learn from the best of his visitors’ influences and experiences, while they learned from him?  Furthermore, pagan Gentiles predominantly constituted Solomon’s large number of wives and concubines (I Kings 11:1-8).  These women would have spoken other languages and exemplified cultures unfamiliar to most Hebrews, yet Solomon, through his wives, became familiar with almost all the cultures of his world.  These factors along with Solomon’s quest to experience life to its fullest would have opened his language, both in vocabulary and style, to a far wider, cosmopolitan breadth than any man of his era.  Few people, if any, could rival his vast experience and influence of foreign cultures and languages.  These profound influences easily account for the uncommon vocabulary and writing style that is noticeably atypical Hebrew.

Regarding the past tense of “was king (Ecclesiastes 1:12), its tense is more accurately recognized as the past-perfect, suggesting an ongoing action.  It denotes his occupation, or state when he began the undertaking of his quest  (Kaiser, 27).  The point at which he began was long past, but when he began this quest, he was king.

Regarding the statement of excelling previous kings in Jerusalem, admittedly far more kings followed Solomon than preceded him; however, that is not the point of this statement.  Regarding the relative accumulation of wisdom, peers may fall into 3 categories: Past, Present, and Future.  Clearly no one was equal to Solomon during his reign.  This statement identifies his wisdom as superior to those past.  His superiority to future peers his recorded in a later verse (Ecclesiastes 2:12).  Beside David, the reference to previous “kings of Jerusalem” could have also included the Canaanite kings of Jerusalem, such as Melchizedek (Genesis 14:18) (Kaiser 28). Furthermore, Solomon is recorded in Scripture as being compared to and wiser than other kings and wise men (I Kings 4:29-34).

Regarding the “inappropriate” references to the author’s abilities and status, it should be remembered that the Lord is the ultimate author of this work.  To judge the references to Solomon’s wealth and wisdom as boasting is to entirely misunderstand the point of the passage.  Just as Moses’ self reference to his meekness was necessary to explain his hesitance to defend himself (Numbers 12:1-13), and just as Paul, by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, reluctantly stated his credentials as an apostle of the Lord (II Corinthians 11:1 – 12:13), so here Solomon, by inspiration, reveals his superior earthly potential and ability to finish the earthly quest that he undertook.  Without such statements, one may wonder if he could have done more, but these statements assure, “For what can the man do who succeeds the king? -- Only what he has already done”  (Ecclesiastes 2:12).  There is no hope for us to improve upon his efforts to find answers “under the sun”.

All such criticisms of “mistakes” fail to faithfully trust in the inspiration of the work or the Spirit, Who guided the author.  Most of these criticisms fail to see the benefit, or purpose behind such statements, assuming they were “slips”.  Others only see the human author and fail to see the power or knowledge that the Spirit brings to authoring the work.   Other criticisms fail because they assume a far more limited audience and scope, because they see a mere man.  They do not accept that the Lord was behind such works, or that for some works He often intended a far broader audience and lesson than Jerusalem and Jewish morals.  Such minds will always find “faults” in the Scripture because of their desire to deny its inspiration (II Thessalonians 2:8-12).

Inspiration and Canonicity

In addition to internally claiming divine origin (Ecclesiastes 12:11), the fact that Ecclesiastes was a member of the Canon, an inspired work of God, was not questioned until the first century by Jewish commentators.  Even then, the primary reason for doubt was its apparent internal contradictions and conflicts with contemporary orthodoxy.  However, the fact that Jews of the first century did not fully comprehend the inspired writings over which they were guardians is fully attested in the New Testament (Matthew 15:1-20; 23:1-39).  It was marked as Canon in the following, widely accepted translations and catalogs of Old Testament Scripture:  the Septuagint (3rd century B.C.), the argument of Josephus, the translations of Aquila, Symachus, and Theodotion (1st and 2nd century A.D.), and the catalog of Melito (bishop of Sardis A.D. 170) (Kaiser 37).  For this witness we are indebted to the scholars of antiquity, and we are at a loss to question or confirm what was has so long been accepted.  At this point in modern time, to tear a book from the Canon is in some measure to question the providence of God in preserving His Word through the centuries.

Besides the witness of Ecclesiastes’ internal claim and its external acceptance, we have the continuity and harmony that is enjoyed by the unity of this book and the remainder of Scripture.  Some examples of teachings found in Ecclesiastes and other Scripture are provided below (Kaiser 33-37):

· “fear God” – Ecclesiastes 12:13-14; Deuteronomy 4:10; 5:29; 6:2, 13, 24; 8:6; 10:12, 20; 13:4; 14:23; 17:19; 28:58; 31:12-13; Genesis 22:12; 42:18; Job 1:1, 8-9; 2:3; Leviticus 19:14, 32; 25:17, 36, 43; Proverbs 10:27; 13:14; 14:27; 19:23; 22:4

· “keep His commandments” - Ecclesiastes 12:13-14; Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28
· theme of final, ultimate judgment – Ecclesiastes 3:17; 5:6; 8:12-13; 11:9; 12:7; 12:14; Psalm 7:11; II Corinthians 5:10
· “He who digs a pit shall fall into it” – Ecclesiastes 10:8; Proverbs 26:27

· “The dust returns to the earth as it was” – Ecclesiastes 3:20; 12:7; Genesis 3:19; 2:7

· Man is to live in companionship  – Ecclesiastes 4:9-12; 9:9; Genesis 1:27

· Sinfulness of man  – Ecclesiastes 7:29; 8:11; 9:3; Genesis 3:1-6

· Knowledge has God-given limits – Ecclesiastes 8:7; 10:14; Genesis 2:17

· Life involves tiresome toil – Ecclesiastes 1:3; 2:22; Genesis 3:14-19

· Death is inevitable – Ecclesiastes 9:4-6; 11:8; Genesis 3:19, 24

· Order and regularity of nature are God’s sign of blessing – Ecclesiastes 3:11-12; Genesis 8:21 – 9:17

· Life is a “good” gift from God – Ecclesiastes 2:24, 26; 3:12-13; 5:18; Genesis 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31

In contrast to the harmony of Ecclesiastes, both internally and externally, it should be noted that some alleged contradictions have been found within its pages.  These contradictions are often based on passages taken out of context and easily resolved by placing the passage back into its context to arrive at its intended meaning.  For example, Ecclesiastes 11:9 states, “Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, And let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth; Walk in the ways of your heart, And in the sight of your eyes.”  Yet, Numbers 15:39 teaches, “… remember all the commandments of the Lord and do them, and that you may not follow the harlotry to which your own heart and your own eyes are inclined.”  Is Ecclesiastes teaching to abandon God’s commandments and follow our own hearts?  The last part of the verse warns, “But know that for all these God will bring you into judgment.”  Does this sound like the words encouraging abandonment of God’s commands?  Moreover, the conclusion of the book states that the whole of man is to fear God and keep His commandments.

The witness of antiquity brings this book before us as Scripture.  It harmonizes and does not conflict with the remainder of Scripture; therefore, it continues to be adopted and accepted as an inspired work of God.

Audience

Without the benefit of the author’s specific guidance, the intended audience must be estimated based upon the language, style, message, and lessons of the text.  A few noticeable facts help us to arrive at a fair estimation of the intended audience.  More conclusively, it helps us to determine a time and place for modern application as we come to better understand these facts.

Understanding the audience also answers many of the objections to Solomonic authorship concerning its message and style.  Probably the most noticeable peculiarity of the language is the reference to God as Elohim.  This was not the traditional, Jewish covenant name for God, Jehovah.  Instead, it was a generic reference for gods, which could be used for pagan idols.  If Solomon was king of Israel in Jerusalem, why would Solomon not refer to God as Jehovah, God of the Jews?  If potentially his greatest feat was the building of God’s temple, why would he not praise God with His special name by which the temple was dedicated?

The name Elohim signifies the great power and might of God.  It is the name of the Creator of the universe (Genesis 1:1).  God’s special name, Jehovah, identifies his eternal nature and existence of being, unbounded by time (Exodus 3:13-15).  This name was special and significant to the Jews, but to the Gentiles it would have been taken as the name of the Jewish idol, not necessarily the true God and definitely no God interested in them.

However, God was interested in the well-being and salvation of the Gentiles, as well as the Jews.  Even during Israel’s time we have glimpses into God’s relationship with the Gentiles, which would have otherwise gone unknown had it not been for their relation to the story of Christ.  In fact, they enjoyed prophets and priests from God, similar to the Jews, yet without the special law and covenant that the Jews enjoyed.  They had priests: Melchizidek and Moses’ father-in-law, Jethro (Genesis 14:18; Exodus 18:1-12).  Prophets of Israel were directed to speak to the Gentile nations, not to mention wicked Balaam: Jonah (Jonah 1:1-2), Obadiah (Obadiah 1:1), Isaiah (Isaiah 10:5-23:18), and Jeremiah (Jeremiah 46:1-51-58).  The culmination of this truth is seen in the cross.  By it God broke down the walls of partition that separated men from God and from each other, and He ushered in the freedom for all men of all nations to enjoy a relationship with Him (Acts 15:14-19; Ephesians 2:11-22).  

Therefore, the use of ethnically unbiased reference to the Almighty Creator of the Universe, Elohim, indicates that the audience intended was far broader than just the nation of Israel.  It must have been intended to be read and considered by people of all nations who wrestled with the questions of life and their responsibilities to their Creator.  This explains the lack of reference to Jewish specific customs, rites, and temple worship, although a generic reference to worship is made (Ecclesiastes 5:1)

The vastness of the audience is not surprising considering the Gentile multitudes that thronged about Solomon to hear God’s wisdom (I Kings 4:29-34; 10:23-24).  What did Solomon say to these people?  What was the wisdom that He shared with them from God?  Certainly it contained practical lessons of life, like that found in Proverbs (I Kings 4:32-34), but would it not also have contained wisdom for the most pressing questions of life?

Solomon’s cosmopolitan life, filled with influences from all cultures and nations, is most clearly seen in his inspired lesson, applicable to all cultures and nations.  This leads us to our next topic:  What are these lessons that are so important and relevant to all people everywhere?

Subject, Scope, and Purpose

The subject of Ecclesiastes is grand.  Its scope is exceedingly broad.  Its purpose points us toward eternity.  In its pages, the author wrestles with the ultimate subject, the greatest questions of life, looking for some “profit under the sun”.  Wondering what is the purpose and meaning of this life, he walks us through his reasoning process by which he comes to the simple but profound explanation for the fulfillment in life.

Whether Jew or Gentile, male or female, young or old, king or pauper, everyone struggles with questions of their purpose in life and its ultimate fulfillment.  The problem is as universal as the human condition.  No one is exempt from this burden (Ecclesiastes 1:13; 3:10-11).  The scope of the audience is as universal as the issues under discussion.

Devoid of New Testament, Messianic revelation, the author fully examines these questions as most people of the world would and do.  He uses his best judgment to collect and sort through the facts, making conclusions.  With the entire world at his disposal, he refrains himself from trying nothing.  He seeks fulfillment in every aspect of physical life, “under the sun”.  In the end, he concludes that fulfillment and satisfaction limited to life “under the sun” is “vanity of vanities”.  However, the tone of the book is not despair.  It seeks to sort through the difficulties that lead to despair and find an anchor of hope upon which one may find fulfillment and satisfaction in this otherwise unsatisfactory world.

Reoccurring Themes

Throughout Ecclesiastes, several themes, or phrases repeatedly occur.  Picking out these themes and determining their significance is useful to expedite comprehending the outline and direction of the writing.  Although more could surely be identified, the following phrases and words identify some of the reoccurring thoughts and themes:

· “under the sun” – Often the author makes sweeping conclusions that may seem impossible considering the promises of God through Christ.  This phrase, occurring 29 times in Ecclesiastes, identifies the limitations and boundaries of these statements.  It suggests a viewpoint that is limited to and bounded by the sun.  It looks no higher than the sun, and only considers the life over which the sun rules.  It does not consider heaven, or life to come.  It is the context in which Solomon seeks to find ultimate fulfillment and explanation.  The last time it occurs in the text is in chapter 10, verse 5.

· “vanity” –Vain and vanity are the primary problem under discussion.  It denotes the emptiness, or worthlessness of an event or endeavor.  Many things in life promote vanity, so what is man to choose (6:10 – 12)?  Much of the emptiness and search for explanation is answered in the revelation of the New Testament, but when confined to a search “under the sun”, life sums up to vanity.  There is no ultimate worth in anything found under the sun.  Ultimately, man must look above the sun for answers, which he cannot figure out by himself.

· “evil” – Primarily, this word is used in Ecclesiastes to describe an event that is unfair.  It does produce what justice would expect.  The righteous may suffer adversity, and the wicked may enjoy prosperity.  Such inequities are classified as evil and constitute a reoccurring question  with which the author wrestles.  Used 18 times, it occurs most frequently in chapters 5 and 8.

· “profit” and “labor” – Occurring predominantly in chapter 2, this the first question that the author raises, “What is the profit of man’s labor under the sun?”  Man labors in life, investing in multiple desires and directions.  These words and question recognize the effort, energy, and toil that man exerts and looks toward some worthwhile return.

· “better” – Occurring most frequently in chapters 7 and 4, the author sorts through the events of life trying to find what is better so he may conclude what is best.  By applying wisdom to understand what is best in this life, he reveals many virtues and events that are preferred.

· “eat, drink, and enjoy the good of labor … it is the gift of God” – This is the primary lesson that Ecclesiastes offers in answer to the search for fulfillment.  Repeatedly, the author finds vanities, inequities, and evils that cannot be reconciled in an effort to find profit, yet they are often an unavoidable part of life.  The moral is not Epicurean, because the judgment of God is another reoccurring theme.  Intricately associated with the admonishment to enjoy life is the recognition of the source of such enjoyment.  Only through God is one able to find enjoyment of life.  Sinners find misery and vanity in the same tasks that bring pleasure to one pleasing to God.

· “fear God” – Found 6 times in the text, this reoccurring theme points to the power and final judgment of God.  The pleasure gleaned from life is to be mixed with a fear that guides us to enjoy innocent pleasures, free from guilt, consequence, and vanity.

Outline

No book seems less conducive to a conventional outline than that of Ecclesiastes.  It’s thought flow seems to be so unorganized and difficult to perceive that some have resorted to claiming its outline as nothing more than stream of consciousness, or rambling.  However, an organized thought process does exist, and formation of an outline helps us to identify the purpose and intent of these thoughts.  When one understands the outline, one may see where the author is leading us, and better extract the original intent of the language.

In some measure, the outline is non-linear.  It is not meant to directly take the audience from point A to point B.  Instead, it has multiple points and viewpoints that it considers.  Like a whirlpool, the thought process circumscribes around the question, observing truths, drawing conclusions, and making applications.  Covering some principles multiple times, but building upon them, it draws closer and closer to the final conclusion with each pass, until finally it converges on the conclusion of the whole matter. Many small pieces of linear thought may be isolated, but they are eddy currents in this great spiraling thought process, closing on the ultimate conclusion.

In many ways, the outline tracks the way we think and work: recognition of a problem, amassing related facts, and drawing conclusions.  Both in own lives, and this work, this process is repeated, uncovering truth with each turn of the crank.  Notably, the reading has a distinct chronological style.  The repeated use of “then I” and “and then I turned again” communicate a chronological process, a wrestling and understanding that occurs over time.  It is not a direct, persuasive treatise of propositional truth, although it certainly teaches truth and makes application.  Instead, the abbreviated journal format helps us to walk through Solomon’s steps, gaining his wisdom without the costly consequences of his experience.  In the beginning of his quest, we can relate with the problem.  With each step we can in some measure compare it with our own meager ventures, understanding the foundation of the conclusion as it unravels.  In the end, we can see the conclusion, evidenced in our own lives, but more clearly elucidated in the divine conclusion of Solomon’s struggle.  Curiously, once one reaches the conclusion, unwinding and understanding the process to arrive at the conclusion, it seems strangely more direct than at first perceived.

The difficulty of outlining Ecclesiastes is seen in the number of varying outlines.   For every commentator or scholar, there is an outline of Ecclesiastes.  Some see two primary sections, typically splitting the book down the middle in chapter 6, while others see sections of 4 chapters and 8:

· Theoretical Development: 1:1 – 6:12 (or 4:16)

· Practical Application:  7:1 (or 5:1) – 12:14

As Kaiser observes, this seems incongruent with the text since the author laces the entire text with application, some appearing as early as 2:24 –26.  Others see three to four sections, almost evenly distributing the content of the book.  This outline is based on the repeated use of key phrases to delineate the four sections (Kaiser 20 – 24).  The end of each is concluded with the phrase, “Eat and drink … enjoy good in his labor.”  Kaiser, Vaihinger, and Keil use these markings to separate the text into the following four discourses, consisting of parts, strophes, and half strophes. 

· Man cannot find happiness in himself:  1:1 – 2:26

· God has a beautiful scheme for man in spite of apparent, earthly contradictions: 3:1 – 5:20

· Application to inequalities of life:  6:1 – 8:15

· Explanation of further discouragements and conclusion: 8:16 – 12:14

This basic outline seems more reflective of the text; however, the phrase used to delineate the book into four sections is found in other verses of Ecclesiastes besides those at the end of the first three sections.  Also, the overall similarity between the second, third, and first portion of the fourth section would argue for some relationship between these discourses.  With this in mind, the following outline is offered as an alternative outline to begin understanding the flow of thought in Ecclesiastes.  Besides the recognition of an introductory and concluding sections, the division is generally the same as above, but a different theme is seen connecting the discourses.

Journal of the King’s Quest for Ultimate Profit

I. Introduction (1:1 – 1:15)

A. Introduction to author and problem – all is vanity (1:1 – 2)

B. Posed: “What profit has a man from all his labor … under the sun?” (1:3 –11)

1. A purpose is necessitated in the cycle of labor (1:3 – 8)

2. The purpose must be completed in life, not in the advancement of the human condition (1:9 – 11)

C. The philosopher king undertakes to solve this mystery of life (1:12 – 15)

II. Quest to find profit through labor (1:16 – 2:26)

A. Ultimately profitless forms of labor under the sun: The dead ends (1:16 – 2:8)

1. Wisdom and knowledge (1:16 – 18)

2. Pleasure, laughter, and mirth (2:1 – 2)

3. Wine – folly’s desire guided in wisdom (2:3)

4. Accomplishments (2:3b – 8)

a) Built great works

(1) Built houses

(2) Planted vineyards

(3) Made gardens and orchards with fruit trees

(4) Made water pools for irrigation

b) Acquired servants

c) Had unsurpassing number of herds and flocks

d) Gathered silver, gold, and special treasures from other kings

e) Acquired singers and instruments

B. The results of these labors (2:9 – 23)

1. Wisdom enabled analysis of efforts to excel (2:9)

2. Temporary satisfaction in labor but without lasting profit – vanity (2:10 – 11)

3. No man can surpass king’s efforts or success (2:12)

4. Wisdom excels folly (2:13 – 16)

a) Yet, both die (2:13 – 14)

b) Therefore, no ultimate advantage of wisdom (2:14b – 15)

c) Moreover, wise have no satisfaction in death of lasting remembrances (2:16)

5. Failure to find ultimate profit produced hatred of labor, distress (2:17)

6. Further hatred produced by the forced leaving of labor to unknown, unworthy heir (2:18 – 19)

a) He may be wise or fool

b) He will rule over what he did not labor

7. Hatred turned to despair of labor because … (2:20 – 23)

a) Labor leads to someone else’s profit – not laborer (2:21)

b) Labor produces strife, toil, sorrow, and burden – “even in the night his heart takes no rest” (2:22 –23)

C. Conclusion of quest for profit by labor (2:24 – 26)

1. Nothing more can be gained from labor but temporary satisfaction (2:24a)

2. Blessing – Temporary satisfaction is a gift from God to be enjoyed (2:24b)

3. No one can exceed efforts to find profit in labor, nor hope to succeed where author failed (2:25)

4. Blessing – Because God gives wisdom and knowledge to men good in His sight and the unsatisfying work to sinner of gathering for the good men – Introduces God’s influence on men’s lives (2:26)

III. Quest to find profit through understanding God’s purposes (3:1 – 5:20)

A. Premise:

1. In a man’s life, a time and season exists for every purpose of God (3:1 – 8)

2. The profit of these purposes – unknown (3:9 – 15)

a) Restatement of original question for examination by understanding divine purpose of labor (3:9)

b) God has given men a task which is to occupy their lives (3:10)

(1) The purpose of the labors culminate in beauty, in its divinely appointed time (3:11a)

(2) God has placed eternity in their hearts (3:11b)

(3) However, no one can figure out God’s ultimate purpose (3:11c)

c) Conclusion of quest for profit through understanding God’s purpose (3:12-15)

(1) Man can do nothing more than rejoice and do good (3:12)

(2) Eat, drink, and enjoy good of labor as gift of God (3:13)

(3) God’s purpose and work cannot be changed (3:14a)

(4) The unchangeable nature of God’s work promotes fear in man towards God (3:14b)

(5) God’s work has been played out before, and will be played out again in men’s lives (3:15a)

(6) God requires an account of men for the past labors pursued (hence the need for fear) (3:15b)

3. Initial Realization and Application of inequalities (3:16-22)

B. Recognition, analysis, and admonishment concerning inequalities of life (4:1 – 9:12)

1. Inequities of labor, work, and toil (4:1 – 4:16)

a) Evil – Uncomforted, unfulfilling oppression  (4:1 –3)

b) Vanity – Unfulfilling labor (4:4 –8)

c) Better – Labor with companion (4:9 – 12)

d) Better – Poor, wise youth than rich, foolish king (4:13)

e) Vanity – Wise youth matures into fool (4:13 –16)

2. Anticipated reaction - Interlude of Application:  Do not relate inequalities to weakness in God (5:1 – 9)

a) Listen to God (5:1)

b) Do not presume to speak or swear hastily (5:2 – 6)

c) Fear God (5:7)

d) Oppression, corruption is a natural symptom of government (5:8 – 9)

3. Inequities of wealth (5:10 – 20)

a) Accumulation of wealth increases desire for more (5:10-12)

b) Wealth may bring misery through its loss (5:13-14)

c) Wealth cannot be carried into the next life (5:15-17)

4. Conclusion to reconcile providence to purpose (5:18-20)

a) Good and fitting to eat, drink, and enjoy good of labor

b) It is a blessing from God – enjoy it

c) This joy prevents from dwelling to long on the inequities of life

IV. Quest to find what is ultimately “better” in this life according to God (6:1 – 9:12)

A. Without God’s help man cannot find what is “better” (6:1 – 12)

1. Evil and vanity - Riches, wealth, and honor given to one but not the ability to enjoy it (6:1 – 2)

2. Stillborn child is better than one who lived ultimate life but did not enjoy, or experience goodness (6:3 – 6)

3. Vanity - Labor feeds the mouth but not the soul (6:7 – 9)

4. Man cannot change what God has established (6:10)

5. Only God knows what will happen after life “under the sun”, and can tell man what is “better” (6:11 –12)

B. Wisdom leads to a good end (7:1 – 22)

1. The wise will consider their end of life (7:1 – 4)

2. The wise will prefer rebuke over flattery and gifts (7:5 – 7)

3. The wise will be patient and trust in God’s providence (7:8 –10)

4. Wisdom is useful like money, but also provides life (7:11 – 12)

5. The wise will not try to “straighten” God’s providence but will enjoy the gifts and learn from adversity (7:13 – 14a)

6. Wisdom will recognize the unpredictableness of God’s providence

a) The mixture of adversity and prosperity make determining a man’s final end after life impossible (7:14b)

b) Sometimes the just perish, and the wicked are prolonged (7:15)

7. Wisdom navigates the gap between these extremes regarding one’s reaction to God’s providence

a) Arrogant in righteousness, wise in one’s own eyes, tempting God’s wrath (7:16)

b) Unarrested despair into wickedness, tempting God’s wrath (7:17)

c) The one who fears God will understand both and escape from all of them (7:18)

8. Wisdom recognize sinfulness of self and sympathizes with others’ weaknesses (7:20 – 22)

C. Interlude summary: Lessons from quest to determine the “better” (7:23 – 8:1)

1. Learned much by wisdom but ultimate question remains unanswered (7:23 – 24)

2. Quest was to find the reason of things – ultimate answers and reasons (7:25)

3. He determined:

a) The worst was the woman who destroys man (7:26)

b) Could not find answer for which his soul sought (7:27 – 28a)

c) Found one consummate man among a thousand, but no consummate women (7:28b)

d) Ultimately, “God made man upright, but they have sought out many schemes” (7:29)

4. Wisdom changes outlook on life, causes “face to shine” (8:1)

D. Government and death do not reveal “the better” (8:2 – 8:16)

1. Obey the king (8:2 – 5)

a) For your duty towards God (8:2)

b) Because he has unquestionable power to punish disobedience (8:3 – 4)

c) Because he has the power to judge and alleviate oppression, prevent harm (8:5)

2. If king unjust - The wise understand the times and seasons while others wait in uncertain misery (8:5b – 6), because:

a) He does not know what judgment will be executed 

b) He does not know when judgment will be executed

c) He cannot escape the judgment that follows death

3. The king may promote oppression and perversion of justice (8:9 – 13)

a) Wickedness will prevail where it is not punished immediately (8:10 –11)

b) God will equalize this perversion in His time (8:12 – 13)

E. Conclusion to find what is ultimately “the better” (8:14 – 9:12)

1. Vanity – Perversion of justice (8:14)

2. Commend enjoyment: eat, drink, and be merry (8:15)

a) It will remain with him the days of his life

b) Gift of God for time under the sun

3. Regardless of diligence applied, man cannot determine God’s work under the sun (8:16 – 17)

4. Man cannot determine God’s judgment by their prosperity or adversity (9:1)

5. Evil - All die alike, which encourages madness while they live (9:2 – 3)

6. The living have hope, while the dead have no more part in this life (9:5 6)

7. Therefore, enjoy life while you can:

a) Eat, drink, be merry, anoint with oil, wear white garments (9:7 – 8)

b) Live joyfully with your wife (8:9), which God has given you

c) Exert yourself in all things (9:10)

d) Time and chance happens to all (9:11 –12)

V. Conclusion:  Virtues to Finding Fulfillment (9:13 – 12:14)

A. Wisdom

1. Wisdom excels, but is ignored by many (9:13 – 18)

2. Folly’s impact on wisdom (10:1 – 7)

a) One mistake can ruin a life of wisdom (10:1)

b) The fool’s folly is evident to all, unknown to him (10:2 – 3)

c) A ruler’s folly can cause great perversion of justice (10:4 – 7)

3. Wisdom takes caution, eases effort, and brings success (10:8 – 10)

4. The fool rattles on unheeding and without reservation (10:11 – 15)

5. Wisdom distinguishes time to feast and time to work (10:16 – 20)

B. Diligence

1. Be generous in your investments (11:1 – 2)

2. Life is uncertain; do not fail to act by waiting on perfect conditions (11:3 – 4)

3. God’s works cannot be comprehended; do not fail to act because of trying to understand His work (11:5 – 6)

C. Enjoy life, but not unheeding of life’s end (11:7 – 12:8)

1. Rejoice and remove sorrow, but do not forget the Creator (11:7 – 12:a)

2. Remember Creator before the evil, unpleasurable last days (12:1 – 5)

3. Remember Creator before death comes and you must face the Creator in judgment (12:6 – 7)

4. Life under the sun is vanity (12:8)

D. Epilogue

1. The author continued to be wise, and find and teach the truth (12:9 – 10)

2. The words of the wise provoke profitable thinking with sustaining conclusions (12:11a)

3. God provides this power to the words of the wise and is their ultimate author (12:11b)

4. Although more could be said, the final conclusion is:

a) Fear God

b) Keep His commandments

c) This is the “whole of man”

d) God will judge every work, whether secret, good, or evil
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Motivation and Introduction to Studying Ecclesiastes

Lesson 2 – 1:1-15

1. What are the questions of life?



2. What are the issues that make them difficult to answer?



3. Why is it important to answer these questions?



4. Can anybody avoid these questions?


5. What is the problem observed in the introduction of the book?


6. What is the question that the author raises based on this problem?


7. What is the implication of the “circuit” upon the existence of purpose? (1:4 – 8)



8. What is it that man cannot express? (1:8)



9. What is the significance of the facts that nothing new is found under the sun, and one generation forgets the previous? (1:9 – 11)



10. What is the task given to the sons of men?  Who ordained it?  What is its purpose?  (1:13)



11. What are the crooked things, and why can the things lacking not be numbered? (1:14 – 15)

Quest to Find Profit in Labor

Lesson 3 – 1:16 – 2:26

1. Describe the kind of “profit” being sought?


2. Is the author boasting of his wisdom in 1:16?  What is the purpose of his statement?


3. How does wisdom ultimately produce grief and sorrow? (1:18)


4. Does this include wisdom that is “from above” (James 3:17)?  Explain.


5. How does mirth and laughter produce “madness”? (2:1 – 2)


6. Did the author experiment with unbridled drunkenness?  What is the lesson? (2:3)


7. What works did Solomon accomplish so that he might see “what was good for the sons of men to do under heaven all the days of their lives”? (2:3)



8. Why is it important that his wisdom stayed with him in these pursuits? (2:9)


9. What did profit did he find from his labor (2:10 – 11)


10. What ultimate advantage did his wisdom offer? (2:12 – 16)


11. What attitude in Solomon did these unfulfilling experiences produce? (2:17)


12. What thought, or concern made this attitude worse? (2:18 – 19)


13. What was the final fruit of this attitude?  (2:20 – 23)


14. Explain how these endeavors and their related observances produced the conclusion found in 2:24 – 26.


Quest to Understand God’s Purposes

Lesson 4 – 3:1-5:20

1. Who determines the timing of the seasons under heaven? (3:1-8; Acts 17:26-27)


2. How will the wise respond to these times? (3:1-8, 16-17; 8:5-6)


3. What question is still under consideration? (3:9)


4. What new avenue is explored as a means of answering this question? (3:9-11)


5. Explain how the lesson of verses 3:10-11 produces the conclusion found in 3:12-13.



6. What resolution is offered for the injustice described in 3:16? (3:17)



7. How is man like the animals?  What is the purpose of this? (3:18-21)



8. Explain how this lesson again produces our repeated conclusion found in 3:22.



9. What evil is described in 4:1-3?  How does this reflect on the conclusion as it has been developed thus far?


10. What kind of labor is encouraged in 4:4-8?


11. What is the advantage of companionship? (4:9-12)


12. What is the vanity described in 4:13-16?


13. Contrast the prudence that is admonished with foolishness described in 5:1-7.



14. Why are we not to marvel at “oppression of the poor” and the “violent perversion of justice”? (5:8-9)


15. What is the vanity of heaping up treasures for ourselves? (5:10-11)


16. What makes the misfortunes “evil” that are described in 5:13-17?



17. Why do these lessons produce the repeated conclusion found in 5:18?



18. What understanding has been added to the conclusion? (5:18-20)


Quest For What Is “Best” in This Life

Lesson 5 – 6:1- 9:12

1. What blessings does God give to the man described in 6:1-6?


2. What vanity, or evil does he suffer? (6:1-6)


3. How is a stillborn infant better than this man? (6:1-6)


4. Why can labor never satisfy? (6:7)


5. What is the key to finding enjoyment with the blessings we have been given? (6:7-9)


6. Explain how verses 10 through 11 of chapter 6 fit into the context.


7. To what question does the author’s attention shift in 6:11-12?


8. What common theme does the verses in 7:1-12 have?  How does it fit into the discussion?


9. Explain why the day of one’s death is better than one’s birth. (7:1)


10. Why is the heart of the wise in the house of mourning? (7:4)


11. How is the “rebuke of the wise” better than the “song of fools”? (7:5-7)


12. What is different about the anger that Jesus exhibited and that which “rests in the bosom of fools”? (7:8-9; Mark 3:1-6)


13. Why is it unwise to look back to the “good ol’ days”? (7:10)


14. How are wisdom and money alike, but different? (7:12)


15. How do the wise react to the days of “prosperity” and “adversity”? (7:13-14)


16. What example is listed that requires the ultimate application of the lesson just taught? (7:15)


17. How can you be “overly righteous”? (7:16-18)


18. What fact do the wise recognize about their righteousness before God?  What impact will this have on their reaction to others’ sins against them? (7:20-22)


19. What did the author seek out and what tool did he use? (7:23-25)


20. Did he find what was “best”?  What did he find? (7:26-28)


21. What bearing does the finding in 7:29 have on the questions of life, for which the author is seeking answers?


22. Why should we obey the king, or government? (8:2-5)


23. What should we keep in mind when the judgments are delayed or unjust? (8:5-9)


24. What is the vanity, or evil described in 8:10-14?


25. Why does that lead to the repeated conclusion found in 8:15?


26. What did the wise man seek to find but could not? (8:16-9:2)


27. Why is “madness” in man’s heart while he lives?  What is prompting this wickedness? (9:3)


28. How do we harmonize 9:4-6 with 7:1-8?


29. What has been added to the repeated conclusion, and what is the logical source driving the conclusion? (9:7-10)


30. What is the final finding of the author’s efforts to reconcile this world with a person’s efforts? (9:11-12)


The Sum of All Things

Lesson 6 – 9:13-12:14

1. What virtue is commended in 9:13-10:20?


2. How is wisdom better than strength? (9:13-16)


3. How can we hear the quiet whisper of the wise over the shouting of the fools? (9:17)


4. What two kinds of “destruction of good” are described in 9:18-10:7?


5. What makes the difference between the wise and the fool? (9:2-3)


6. What advice is given in 10:8-10 that will help the wise find ultimate success? (8:8-10)


7. Why does the fool not speak as the wise? (10:11-15)


8. Why is the land better by having a king who is the son of nobles and princes who feast at the proper time? (10:16-19)


9. If our land does not have such wise rulers, how should we respond? (10:20)


10. What reaction to the currently developed thoughts do you think the author is anticipating and confronting in 11:1-6?


11. How can we “cast our bread upon the waters”? (11:1)


12. What advantage is to be had from previously giving to 7, or 8 when evil comes upon the earth? (11:2)


13. What happens to the person who is always looking for the perfect conditions to begin a task? (11:3-4)


14. If we do not understand, or know what will prosper us, how should we invest? (11:5-6)


15. Can life be pleasant?  What should we always keep in mind while enjoying it? (11:7-8)


16. What 3 pieces of advice (the three R’s) does Solomon give to the young? (11:9-12:1)


17. What are the “evil” days to come? (12:1)


18. Relate these “evil” days to the poetic description found in 12:2-7.


19. How do the “evil” days end? (12:6-8)


20. How did the author live the rest of his life? (12:9-10)


21. What virtue drove him to do this? (12:9-10)


22. What are the characteristics of the “words of the wise”, and how are they imbued with these characteristics? (12:11)


23. Will man ever be able to write, or find a book that answers all the questions under the sun? What will be the result of this pursuit? (12:12)


24. What is the concluding direction given by the author? (12:13)


25. How does this advice sum up the “whole matter”? (12:13)


26. What final warning is offered as a reminder for motivating this admonishment? (12:14)


27. What are the questions of life, and what are their answers? (This will be on the final exam.  … I’ll be sitting in the desk next to you, taking the exam too.)  
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