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“Phil Ryken writes with practical pastoral wisdom and sound theological judgments. These are the traits of Ecclesiastes and consequently this commentary. This volume is a much needed addition to the dearth of commentaries on this wonderful slice of biblical literature. Insightful. Readable. Recommended.”


Anthony Carter, Lead Pastor, East Point Church 
East Point, Georgia


“Philip Ryken’s commentary on Ecclesiastes is a good, faithful exposition of the text, adorned with delightfully helpful pastoral applications all along the way. Thanks, Phil, for feeding our souls again.”


Sandy Willson, Second Presbyterian Church, Memphis


“Phil Ryken’s Ecclesiastes exposes the futility of chasing after everything under the sun. While reading it I thought of God decidedly and mercifully bending his head beneath the lintel of our impoverished existence. In kindness he steps across the threshold of our vain pursuits and shows us a better way. Here we have one of America’s foremost preachers taking a text written by ‘the Preacher,’ faithfully nourishing the lives of pastors who are called to do the same.”


David Helm, Pastor, Holy Trinity Church, Chicago
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To
Karoline Jorena Ryken,
in the hope that Jesus will give her victory over life’s vanity


and
to everyone who desires to know the true meaning of life









The words of the wise are like goads, 
and like nails firmly fixed are the collected sayings; 
they are given by one Shepherd.


ECCLESIASTES 12:11









A Word to Those Who 
Preach the Word


There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.


There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.


What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.


The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.


The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.


Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.


The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!


R. Kent Hughes
Wheaton, Illinois









Preface and 
Acknowledgments


Eutropius had fallen into disgrace. As the highest-ranking official in the Byzantine Empire (late fourth century), he served as the closest adviser to the emperor Arcadius, then ruling in Constantinople. But Eutropius abused his imperial power and aroused the anger of the empress Eudoxia, who orchestrated a campaign against him that resulted in a sentence of death.


Desperate to save his life, Eutropius slipped away from the palace and ran to the Hagia Sophia, where he clung to the altar and claimed sanctuary. Soon an angry mob of soldiers surrounded the great church, denouncing Eutropius and demanding his summary execution. Eventually the crowds dispersed, but the next day was Sunday, so they returned the following morning to see whether the pastor would give in to their demands.


The preacher was John Chrysostom, the famous orator who served as the Bishop of Constantinople. As he mounted his pulpit, Chrysostom could see a church thronged with worshipers and thrill-seekers. They, in turn, could see Eutropius groveling at the altar. The great man had become a pitiable spectacle, with his teeth chattering and abject terror in his eyes.


The dramatic sermon Chrysostom gave that day may have been the finest he ever preached.1 For his text Chrysostom took Ecclesiastes 1:2 (“Vanity of vanities! All is vanity”), and for his primary illustration he used the decline and fall of Eutropius.


Here was a man, Chrysostom noted, who had lost everything—position, wealth, freedom, safety. Only days before, he had been the second most powerful man in the world. But it was all vanity, as events had proven, for now Eutropius had become “more wretched than a chained convict, more pitiable than a menial slave, more indigent than a beggar wasting away with hunger.” “Though I should try my very best,” Chrysostom said, “I could never convey to you in words the agony he must be suffering, from hour to hour expecting to be butchered.”


Chrysostom did not stop there, however. His purpose was not to condemn Eutropius but to save him, and also to give his listeners the gospel. To that end, he challenged his listeners to recognize the vanity of their own existence. Whether rich or poor, one day they would all have to leave their possessions behind. They too would face a day of judgment—the judgment of a holy God. Their only hope then would be the hope that they should offer to Eutropius now—mercy at the table of Christ.


The sermon must have hit its mark, for as Chrysostom came to a close, he could see tears of pity streaming down people’s faces. Eutropius was spared—a life saved by the preaching of Ecclesiastes.


By the grace of God, Ecclesiastes can have the same impact in our lives. By cautioning us not to put our hope in earthly pleasures and worldly treasures, Ecclesiastes teaches us to put our hope in God instead. The book also reminds us, especially in its closing verses, that a day of judgment is coming. Like everything else in the Bible, therefore, Ecclesiastes points us to the gospel of salvation. Our only safety is in the mercy of Jesus Christ.


This expositional commentary originated with a sermon series at Philadelphia’s Tenth Presbyterian Church. I praise God for the people who came to Christ through those sermons and for the many others (including me) who gained a deeper grasp of the gospel and came to a clearer understanding of the Christian life.


I also praise God for the many people who helped bring this commentary into print. I am grateful to Kent Hughes and to Crossway Books for the privilege of contributing again to this fine series of commentaries. A generous sabbatical provided by the session and congregation of Tenth Presbyterian Church afforded the time needed to finish the book. Lois Denier, Randall Grossman, Elaine Maxwell, Jonathan Rockey, Leland Ryken, and Mary Ryken made necessary corrections to the original manuscript and had valuable suggestions for its improvement. Robert Polen entered the final editorial changes.


Some people think that Ecclesiastes is about the meaninglessness of human existence. This perspective is not quite correct, however. Ecclesiastes is really about the meaninglessness of life without God. But because the writer never gives up his belief in God, his ultimate purpose is to show us how meaningful life can be when we see things from God’s perspective. His message is not that nothing matters, but that everything does. The more we study Ecclesiastes, the better we understand why.


Philip Graham Ryken
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania









1


Vanity of Vanities


Ecclesiastes 1:1–2


The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem. Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity.


1:1–2
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SOCIOLOGIST Jonathan Kozol met Mrs. Washington in the South Bronx. She and her young son, David, were living at a homeless hotel close to East Tremont Avenue, in a first-floor room with three steel locks on the door.


Mrs. Washington was dying, and each time Kozol came for a visit, she was visibly weaker. But, oh, the stories she could tell about life on the underside of urban America—stories about poverty and injustice, drugs, violence, and rape. Mrs. Washington told Kozol about children in her building born with AIDS and about the twelve-year-old at the bus stop who was hit by stray gunfire and paralyzed. She told him about the physical abuse she had suffered from Mr. Washington and about all the difficulties poor people had getting medical care in the city.


The woman and her son also talked about spiritual things. “I wonder how powerful God is,” David admitted in one interview. “He must be wise and powerful to make the animals and trees and give man organs and a brain to build complex machineries, but he is not powerful enough to stop the evil on the earth, to change the hearts of people.” On a subsequent visit Kozol looked down and saw that Mrs. Washington’s Bible was open on the quilt next to her. So he asked what part of the Bible she liked to read. “Ecclesiastes,” she said. “If you want to know what’s happening these days, it’s all right there.”1


Why Study Ecclesiastes?


Not everyone would agree with Mrs. Washington. Ecclesiastes seems to take such a gloomy view of life that some people doubt the spiritual value of reading it or even question whether it belongs in the Bible at all. When one of the ancient rabbis read Ecclesiastes he said, “O Solomon, where is your wisdom? Not only do your words contradict the words of your father, David; they even contradict themselves.”2 Closer to our own times, scholars have described the book as “the low-water mark of God-fearing Jews in pre-Christian times.”3 Some have even doubted whether its author had a personal relationship with God at all, since his “gloomy sub-Christian attitude” seems so “far removed from the piety of the Old Testament.”4 So what is Ecclesiastes doing in the Bible, and why should we take the trouble to study it?


Mrs. Washington was right: if we want to know what is happening these days or have trouble understanding why a powerful Creator allows evil on the earth or struggle to resolve life’s other inconsistencies, it is all right here in this book.


We should study Ecclesiastes because it is honest about the troubles of life—so honest that the great American novelist Herman Melville once called it “the truest of all books.”5 More than anything else in the Bible, Ecclesiastes captures the futility and frustration of a fallen world. It is honest about the drudgery of work, the injustice of government, the dissatisfaction of foolish pleasure, and the mind-numbing tedium of everyday life—“the treadmill of our existence.”6 Think of Ecclesiastes as the only book of the Bible written on a Monday morning. Reading it helps us to be honest with God about the problems of life—even those of us who trust in the goodness of God. In fact, one scholar describes Ecclesiastes as “a kind of back door” that allows believers to have the sad and skeptical thoughts that we usually do not allow to enter the front door of our faith.7


We should also study Ecclesiastes to learn what will happen to us if we choose what the world tries to offer instead of what God has to give. The writer of this book had more money, enjoyed more pleasure, and possessed more human wisdom than anyone else in the world, yet everything still ended in frustration. The same will happen to us if we live for ourselves rather than for God. “Why make your own mistakes,” the writer is saying to us, “when you can learn from an expert like me instead?”8


Then too we should study Ecclesiastes because it asks the biggest and hardest questions that people still have today. As we shall see, there is some debate as to when this book was actually written. But whether it was written during the glory days of Solomon’s golden empire or later, when Israel was in exile, it addresses the questions that people always have: What is the meaning of life? Why am I so unhappy? Does God really care? Why is there so much suffering and injustice in the world? Is life really worth living? These are the kinds of intellectual and practical questions that the writer wants to ask. “Wisdom is his base camp,” writes Derek Kidner, “but he is an explorer. His concern is with the boundaries of life, and especially with the questions that most of us would hesitate to push too far.”9 Nor is he satisfied with the kind of easy answers that children sometimes get in Sunday school. In fact, part of his spiritual struggle is with the very answers that he has always been given. He was like the student who always says, “Yes, but . . . ”


Here is another reason to study Ecclesiastes: it will help us worship the one true God. For all of its sad disappointments and skeptical doubts, this book teaches many great truths about God. It presents him as the Mighty Creator and Sovereign Lord, the transcendent and all-powerful ruler of the universe. Reading Ecclesiastes, therefore, will help us grow in the knowledge of God.


At the same time, this book teaches us how to live for God and not just for ourselves. It gives us some of the basic principles we need to build a God-centered worldview, like the goodness of creation and our own absolute dependence on the Creator. Then, on the basis of these principles, Ecclesiastes gives many specific instructions about everyday issues like money, sex, and power. It also has many things to say about death, which may be the most practical issue of all.


In short, there are many good reasons to study Ecclesiastes. This is especially true for anyone who is still deciding what to believe and what not to believe. It is a book for skeptics and agnostics, for people on a quest to know the meaning of life, for people who are open to God but are not sure whether they can trust the Bible. If Ecclesiastes serves as a back door for believers who sometimes have their doubts, it also serves as the gateway for some people to enter a personal relationship with Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life, which is why for some people it turns out to be one of the most important books they ever read.


Who Is Qoheleth?


Once we start to read Ecclesiastes for ourselves, the first question we need to consider is authorship. Who wrote this book? The opening verse seems to give us the answer, but it also raises a number of questions. It says, “The words of the Preacher” (Ecclesiastes 1:1). This seems straightforward enough, except that “Preacher” is not the only way to translate the Hebrew name Qoheleth. Some translators refer to the author as the Teacher, the Philosopher, or the Spokesman. Others prefer to leave his name untranslated and simply call him Qoheleth. So which translation should we choose?


Certainly it is safe to call the author “Qoheleth,” as I will often do in this commentary. Qoheleth is perfectly good Hebrew even if no one knows exactly how to put it in English. “Teacher” is also defensible, especially given what is said at the end of the book, that he “taught the people knowledge” (Ecclesiastes 12:9). Qoheleth was a public teacher. Yet “Preacher” may be the best translation of all. Let me explain.


The Hebrew root of the word qoheleth literally means “to gather, collect, or assemble.” Some scholars take this as a reference to the way the author collected various proverbs and other wise sayings together into one book. However, that is not the way this form of the word is used anywhere else in the Bible or other Hebrew literature. Instead, the verb qoheleth refers to the gathering or assembly of a community of people, especially for the worship of God. So Qoheleth is not so much a teacher in a classroom but more like a pastor in a church. He is preaching wisdom to a gathering of the people of God.


This context is clearly reflected in the title this book is usually given in English. “Ecclesiastes” is a form of the Greek word ekklesia, which is the common New Testament word for “church.” An ekklesia is not a church building but a congregation—a gathering or assembly of people for the worship of God. The word “ecclesiastes” is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word qoheleth. Literally, it means “one who speaks in the ekklesia”—that is, in the assembly or congregation.10 So Qoheleth is a title or nickname for someone who speaks in church. In a word, he is the “Preacher.”


In this case, we can be even more specific because the Preacher is further identified as “the son of David, king in Jerusalem” (Ecclesiastes 1:1). Naturally we think first of King Solomon, for although many kings came from the royal line of David, Solomon is the only immediate son of King David who ruled after him in Jerusalem.


Furthermore, many of the things that Qoheleth tells us about his life sound exactly like King Solomon. Who else could say, “I have acquired great wisdom, surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before me” (Ecclesiastes 1:16; cf. 2:9)? No one but Solomon, because God promised him “a wise and discerning mind” like no one before or after, with riches beyond compare (see 1 Kings 3:12–13). Then, as the Preacher goes on to describe the houses he built, the gardens he planted, and the women he kept as concubines, we are reminded of the power and luxury of King Solomon. The description of the Preacher at the end of the book, where he is described as “weighing and studying and arranging many proverbs with great care” (Ecclesiastes 12:9; cf. 1 Kings 4:32), also sounds exactly like Solomon, who fits the context of Ecclesiastes far better than any of Israel’s other kings.


From the earliest days of the church, many teachers have identified Solomon as the Preacher. After wandering away from God and falling into tragic sin, Solomon repented of his sinful ways and returned to the right and proper fear of God. Ecclesiastes is his memoir—an autobiographical account of what he learned from his futile attempt to live without God. In effect, the book is his final testament, written perhaps to steer his own son Rehoboam in the right spiritual direction.


In more recent times, some Bible scholars have moved away from identifying Solomon as the author of Ecclesiastes. They point out that he is never mentioned by name (the way he is named at the beginning of Proverbs, for example). If the author wanted to claim full Solomonic authority for his book, why didn’t he come right out and say that it was written by Solomon?11 Instead the opening verse leaves a sense of distance between Solomon and Ecclesiastes; the famous king is obviously associated with the book, but never explicitly identified as its author. Furthermore, the events that tie in well with the life of Solomon mainly appear in the first two chapters, after which he seems to get left behind. In fact, later the Preacher says some things that some people find it hard to imagine Solomon ever saying, such as when he starts to criticize wealthy kings and their officials for oppressing the poor (e.g., Ecclesiastes 5:8).


Then there is the ending of the book to consider. Most of Ecclesiastes is written in the first person. “This is what I saw,” the Preacher says; “this is what I said in my heart.” Yet at the very end he is referred to in the third person: “Besides being wise, the Preacher also taught the people knowledge” and so forth (Ecclesiastes 12:9ff.). Thus many scholars conclude that at some point Ecclesiastes must have had an editor, and some believe that it was written after the days of Solomon, possibly during Israel’s exile in Babylon or even later.


So why does Ecclesiastes give the impression that it was written by King Solomon? Because, it is said, in ancient times it was fairly common for people to write fictional autobiographies.12 In order to communicate his message, a writer would take on the persona of someone famous. This was not done in order to deceive anyone. In fact, most of these fictional autobiographies were based on the life of someone from history. To illustrate this, the conservative Lutheran scholar H. C. Leupold quotes the opening line of Sir Galahad, by the Victorian poet Alfred Lord Tennyson. The poem begins, “My good blade carves the casques of men.” Leupold rightly points out that no one would ever accuse Tennyson of impersonating an Arthurian knight.13 Rather, by putting words into Galahad’s mouth, the poet was using a well-known literary convention.


Many scholars (including some evangelicals) think that Ecclesiastes is the same kind of book—a fictional royal autobiography. The author has taken a well-known figure from history and used that person’s life to make a spiritual point. With Qoheleth, writes Derek Kidner, “we put on the mantle of a Solomon.”14 Who better than King Solomon to illustrate the futility of life without God? The man had everything that anyone could ever want. But the world is not enough. If it could not satisfy the richest, wisest king in the world, it will never satisfy anyone.


Judging by what the book says, Ecclesiastes may well have been written by Solomon himself; this is the most natural way to read the Biblical text. But even if another author used Solomon to help make his point, the words of Ecclesiastes are the very words of God, inspired by the Holy Spirit. The end of the book tells us that whatever wisdom we find in this book has been “given by one Shepherd” (Ecclesiastes 12:11), meaning God himself. Furthermore, Solomon’s life is clearly presented as the Biblical context for what we read in Ecclesiastes. The book’s real-life background—and we need to see it from this perspective—is the story we read about Solomon in 1 Kings and other places.


When we read that story carefully, we discover—somewhat surprisingly—that “Preacher” is a very appropriate title for Solomon. He was the king, of course, so we do not usually think of him as a preacher. Yet when Solomon dedicated the temple in 1 Kings 8, the Bible says that he “assembled” Israel (v. 1), and then it repeatedly says that the Israelites formed an “assembly” (e.g., v. 14). Thus the vocabulary in 1 Kings 8 is closely related to the terminology of Ecclesiastes 1, where we read the words of Qoheleth—the person who speaks to the assembly. Ecclesiastes is Solomon’s sermon to people gathered for the worship of God.


What Does the Preacher Say?


What, then, does the Preacher say? His opening words hardly sound very encouraging: “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity” (Ecclesiastes 1:2). With these encapsulating superlatives, Qoheleth takes the whole sum of human existence and declares that it is utterly meaningless. Then he takes the next twelve chapters to prove his point in painful detail, after which he returns to the very same statement: “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher; all is vanity” (Ecclesiastes 12:8).


Like the name Qoheleth, the word “vanity” is notoriously difficult to define. But since it shows up dozens of times in the book of Ecclesiastes, it is important for us to try to understand this “multipurpose metaphor.”15 Taken literally, the Hebrew word hevel refers to a breath or vapor, like a puff of smoke rising from a fire or the cloud of steam that comes from hot breath on a frosty morning. Life is like that. It is elusive, ephemeral, and enigmatic. Life is so insubstantial that when we try to get our hands on it, it slips right through our fingers.


Life is also transitory. It disappears as suddenly as it comes. Now you see it, now you don’t! We are here today and gone tomorrow. Thus the Bible often compares our mortal existence to a vapor. According to the psalmist, we are “mere breath” (Psalm 39:5); our days will “vanish like a breath” (Psalm 78:33; cf. Job 7:7). The Apostle James said something similar when he described life as “a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes” (James 4:14). So too when the Preacher says “vanity of vanities,” he is partly making a comment on the transience of life. Breathe in; now breathe out. Life will pass by just that quickly.


Some versions translate this word literally and use a word like “vapor” or “smoke” for the Hebrew word hevel. For example, here is Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of Ecclesiastes 1:2: “Smoke, nothing but smoke. There’s nothing to anything—it’s all smoke” (MESSAGE). When we look at the way this word is used throughout the book, however, it takes on broader significance. The word hevel comes to express the absurdity and futility of life in a fallen world. Thus in the New International Version, the Preacher says, “Meaningless! Meaningless! Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless.” But perhaps the old King James Version and newer translations like the English Standard Version say it the best way that we can say it in English: “vanity of vanities.” To use the word “vanity” like this is to say that our brief lives are marked by empty futility, which is what Qoheleth says all the way through his book.


Notice the vast scope of the claim that he makes: “all is vanity” (Ecclesiastes 1:2). There is not one single aspect of human existence that is not frustrated by futility. It is all empty, pointless, useless, and absurd. To prove this point, the Preacher will take everything that people ordinarily use to give meaning or to find satisfaction in life and then show how empty it really is. In doing this, he will speak from experience, because he had tried it all—money, pleasure, knowledge, and power.


Some people try to find meaning in what they can know and learn about life, but when the Preacher tried to pursue knowledge he discovered that “in much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow” (Ecclesiastes 1:18). Some people think they will be satisfied with all of the pleasures that money can buy. The Preacher was rich enough to conduct a thorough experiment with this as well, but in the end he learned that “all was vanity and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 2:11). He immersed himself in his work, trying to do something significant with his life or to make a name for himself, but this also proved to be a vexation to his soul; he had nothing to show for all of his heavy labor.


Sooner or later we all have the same experience. We try to find the meaning of life but come up empty. We indulge in certain pleasures, only to end up more dissatisfied than ever. Or we are unhappy because we feel that we will never do anything important or be anybody special. Then there is the biggest vanity of all, the emptiest of all futilities—death, in all of its dreadful finality. Death is the vanity of all vanities.


What makes everything even worse for the Preacher is that somehow God is at the bottom of it. Qoheleth never gives up his faith in the power and sovereignty of God. But rather than making him feel better, the truth of God’s existence often seems to make things worse. Whatever frustrations he has with the world are also frustrations with the God who made it. So what hope does he have that life will ever make sense? Anyone who has ever felt that life was not worth living—that nothing ever turns out the way one wants or hopes and that not even God can make a difference—knows exactly what the Preacher was talking about.


The End of the Matter


Given everything that Ecclesiastes says about the vanity of life, one might think that the book is depressing. Admittedly, some people think that the Preacher is too much of a pessimist (although the average pessimist would probably say that Solomon is actually a realist!). Certainly the experiences of life have taught him to take a darker view. He still believes in God, so he is not an atheist, or even an agnostic. But there do seem to be times when he is tempted to be a cynic, if not a fatalist. The Old Testament scholar Gerhard von Rad went so far as to describe the author as a bitter skeptic “suspended over the abyss of despair. . . . Nothing remained for Ecclesiastes but to submit in deep resignation to this tragic existence.”16 Can we really trust a man like this to give us wisdom for life?


Some Bible scholars complain that Qoheleth never seems to make any spiritual or intellectual progress, that his book does not seem to have a clear structure, and that he ends up right back where he began. In the words of one scholar, there is “no progression of thought from one section to another,” and the author “offers no universal or satisfactory answer” to any of the problems he raises.17 To quote from another source, the author of Ecclesiastes “seems rather disorganized,” moving “from one topic to another without any evident organizing principle embracing all the parts.”18 Other scholars say that although the words of the Preacher are not entirely trustworthy, they get corrected by the book’s conclusion, which was written by a true and orthodox believer in the God of Israel.19


Over against these contemporary perspectives on Ecclesiastes, I believe that the book does have a coherent message and that there is wisdom for us all the way through. It may well be the case that the last six verses were written by someone other than Qoheleth. This conclusion does not contradict what comes before, however, but brings the message to its proper conclusion—the one that Qoheleth has had in view from the beginning. What purpose would the final editor have in publishing a book with which he disagreed almost entirely?20 While it is true that the Preacher takes a sober view of life, never flinching from any of its complexities and confusions, it is equally true that he has solid hope in the goodness of God as well as lasting joy in the beauty of his many gifts. This is exactly why he has shown us the futility of everything earthly: it is so we will put our hope in the everlasting God.


The Preacher hints at his evangelistic purpose by using an important phrase almost thirty times over the course of his argument: “under the sun.” As he describes the absurdity and futility of work and wisdom and pleasure and everything else, he repeatedly says that this is what things are like “under the sun” (e.g., Ecclesiastes 1:3). In other words, this is what life is like when we view it from a merely human perspective, when we limit our gaze to this solar system, without ever lifting our eyes to see the beauty and glory of God in Heaven. If that is all we see, then life will leave us empty and unhappy. But when we look to God with reverence and awe, we are able to see the meaning of life, and the beauty of its pleasures, and the eternal significance of everything we do, including the little things of everyday life. Only then can we discover why everything matters.


We catch glimpses of this eternal perspective throughout the book of Ecclesiastes, but it becomes even clearer at the very end. Vanity does not have the last word. Instead, the author says, “The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (Ecclesiastes 12:13). Similarly, the book of Proverbs says, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge” (1:7). Here in Ecclesiastes, Solomon says that the fear of God is not just the beginning but also the end—the goal of our existence. But in order to know and enjoy God properly, we first have to see the emptiness of life without him, becoming thoroughly disillusioned with everything the world has to offer. To this end, Ecclesiastes gives us a true assessment of what life is like apart from the grace of God. This makes it a hopeful book, not a depressing one; ultimately its worldview is positive, not negative. Like a good pastor, Qoheleth shows us the absolute vanity of life without God, so that we finally stop expecting earthly things to give us lasting satisfaction and learn to live for God rather than for ourselves.


The great English preacher John Wesley once preached his way through this great book of the Bible. In his personal journal he described what it was like to begin that sermon series. “Began expounding the Book of Ecclesiastes,” he wrote. “Never before had I so clear a sight either of its meaning or beauties. Neither did I imagine, that the several parts of it were in so exquisite a manner connected together, all tending to prove the grand truth, that there is no happiness out of God.”21 What Wesley discovered was a life-changing truth, which we can pray that Ecclesiastes will also teach us: we will never find any true meaning or lasting happiness unless and until we find it in God.


If we learn this lesson well, it will draw us closer to Jesus, the Son of God. The Bible says that because of our sin, creation itself “was subjected to futility” (Romans 8:20). When the Bible says “futility,” it uses the standard Greek translation for the word we encounter in Ecclesiastes—the Hebrew word for vapor or vanity (hevel). This is why life is always so frustrating and sometimes seems so meaningless: it is all because of sin. But Jesus suffered the curse of sin in all its futility when he died on the cross (see Galatians 3:13). Now, by the power of his resurrection from the grave, the emptiness of life under the sun will be undone: “the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Romans 8:21). Thus Ecclesiastes helps us see our need for the gospel of Jesus, which is the most important reason of all to study it.
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Same Old, Same Old


Ecclesiastes 1:3–11


All things are full of weariness; 
a man cannot utter it; 
the eye is not satisfied with seeing, 
nor the ear filled with hearing. 
What has been is what will be, 
and what has been done is what will be done, 
and there is nothing new under the sun.


1:8–9


[image: Image]


IN ORDER TO MARK the three hundredth birthday of Philadelphia’s most famous citizen, the Philadelphia Orchestra commissioned Daniel Kellogg to write a new work of music in honor of Benjamin Franklin. When his commission was announced at a public preview of the orchestra’s 2006 season, the composer asked the audience for a few suggestions. What word would they use to describe a work of music that was appropriate for Mr. Franklin?


“Revolutionary,” someone answered, thinking of Franklin’s central role in freeing the United States from English tyranny. “Electric!” shouted another member of the audience, thinking of the famous experiment with the kite, the key, and the bolt of lightning. But the man who drew the biggest laugh told Mr. Kellogg to make sure that his composition was “profitable.” After all, what would be more in keeping with the entrepreneurial spirit of Benjamin Franklin than making a little money?


Many of Franklin’s famous maxims promote good honest capitalism. He commented on the worth of money (“Nothing but money is sweeter than honey”). He praised the virtue of hard work (“Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise”). He encouraged people to be frugal (“Beware of small expenses; a small leak will sink a great ship”). Then there is his most famous proverb: “A penny saved is a penny earned.” As a successful businessman, these were all principles he put into practice. If anyone knew how to make a profit, it was Benjamin Franklin.


Profit Motive


The man who wrote Ecclesiastes had the same motivation. His Hebrew name was Qoheleth; in English we know him as the Preacher. From the statement made in the opening verse and from other details in the book we know that he was either Solomon himself or else someone who wanted to present that famous king’s tragic downfall as a cautionary tale. But however we identify him, the man wanted life to pay him some dividends. Like Benjamin Franklin, he had many wise things to say about daily life, and he was looking constantly for anything he could turn to his advantage.


We see this from the Preacher’s opening question. In verse 2 he states the theme of his book and his motto for life: “Vanity of vanities! All is vanity.” Then in verse 3 he begins to make his case for the emptiness of our existence by asking, “What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?” (Ecclesiastes 1:3). The same question will come up again in chapter 3: “What gain has the worker from his toil?” (v. 9). The idea of gaining some profit will come up repeatedly as well; it appears nearly a dozen times in the book of Ecclesiastes (e.g., Ecclesiastes 5:9).


The word “gain” (Hebrew yitron) is a commercial term ordinarily used in the context of business. It refers to a surplus, to something left over after all the expenses have been paid. This is the goal toward which anyone in business is working. The goal is to turn a profit as the reward for one’s labor. Gain is the return on investment for hard work.


As a bottom-line thinker, the Preacher was looking to get a good return. He was willing to work hard, but first he wanted to know the cash value. So he asks the question that people have about every job: Is it worth it? Am I really accomplishing anything? What will I have to show for all my toil? People usually assume that if they work a little harder, they will get something extra—more than they would have had otherwise. But the Preacher had started to doubt whether this was really true in life. Thus he asks us to consider what we will have to show for ourselves when life on earth is finished.


The answer the Preacher gives here is, absolutely nothing. He asks in order to draw us into the discussion, but his question is purely rhetorical. Qoheleth already knows the answer; he is only asking to make a point. As far as he could tell, no matter how hard people work, they never really gain anything. The word he uses for “toil” is simply the ordinary Hebrew word for “work” (‘amal), but sometimes it has a negative connotation, as seems to be the case here. People work hard, laboring for some kind of profit, but what do they really get for all their effort? Precious little, if anything at all.


The problem of fruitless effort—and the difficulty some people have perceiving it—may be helpfully illustrated from a short poem by Stephen Crane:


I saw a man pursuing the horizon;


Round and round they sped.


I was disturbed at this;


I accosted the man.


“It is futile,” I said,


“You can never—”


“You lie,” he cried,


And ran on.1


Going around in Circles


To prove his point—that we have nothing to show for all our effort—the Preacher lists a series of things that never seem to go anywhere or gain anything. The first half of his introductory poem gives examples from creation—the natural world (vv. 4–7). The second half gives examples from human experience (vv. 8–11). But whether we look at the world around us or consider our own life experience, the point is the same: there is nothing to gain. People like to talk about progress—economic development, technological advances, evolutionary improvements—but it is all a myth. There is never any progress: just the same old, same old.


Start with nature—earth, wind, fire, and water. Qoheleth says, “A generation goes, and a generation comes, but the earth remains forever” (Ecclesiastes 1:4). When people think about the next generation, they usually think in terms of progress. Our children are our future; they will be able to accomplish things that go beyond anything we could ever dream. Whether it is generation X, generation Y, or generation Z, there is always another generation to give us hope for the future.


But, as usual, Ecclesiastes takes a gloomier view. Generations come and go, the writer says. One generation may be rising, but at the same time another generation is dying off. Soon the younger generation will become the older generation, and then there will be a generation after that. It is always the same. The generation gap never seems to change either. To the rising generation, anyone over thirty seems old-fashioned and out of touch. On the other hand, older folks are often shocked by the lack of respect they get from the younger generation. But it has always been this way. Socrates spoke about it in ancient times: “The children now love luxury. They have bad manners, contempt for authority, they show disrespect to their elders.”2 Similarly, Peter the Hermit is sometimes quoted as saying, “The young people of today think of nothing but themselves. They have no reverence for parents or old age. They are impatient of all restraint. They talk as if they alone knew everything.”


Meanwhile, the world itself remains the same. There is never any progress. The rise of each generation gives the impression that something actually is happening, but nothing really is. A seemingly endless procession of people comes and goes, “but the earth remains forever” (Ecclesiastes 1:4). The world is a very repetitive place. Nothing ever changes. So what profit is there? What do we gain? Jerome said, “What is more vain than this vanity: that the earth, which was made for humans, stays—but humans themselves, the lords of the earth, suddenly dissolve into the dust?”3


Here is another illustration of the same principle: “The sun rises, and the sun goes down, and hastens to the place where it rises” (Ecclesiastes 1:5). This is the verse that Ernest Hemingway made famous as the title of his greatest novel—The Sun Also Rises (1926). Hemingway originally began his novel by quoting verse 4, about generations coming and going, but the publisher suggested that verse 5 would work well for a title. Hemingway agreed, presumably because he took the same basic perspective as Ecclesiastes on the meaninglessness of life under the sun.


Even the daily journey of the sun seems pointless. Around and around it goes, without ever actually ending up anywhere. Day after day the fire in the sky rises and sets and rises again. Its movement is repetitive but not progressive, just like life. Pink Floyd said something similar in a song on the album The Dark Side of the Moon:


So you run and you run to catch up with the sun but it’s sinking


Racing around to come up behind you again


The sun is the same in a relative way but you’re older,


Shorter of breath and one day closer to death.4


According to Ecclesiastes, even the sun itself gets short of breath. The word “hastens” is really the Hebrew word for “pant” (sha’ap), which may suggest that the sun is racing from east to west and back again; but more likely it means that the sun is weary of its slow and endless journey across the sky. Usually we turn to nature to find encouragement for the soul, but when the Preacher looks at the sun, he simply sees the monotony of life in a static universe.


The wind shows us the same thing, for it fails to accomplish anything more than the sun: “The wind blows to the south and goes around to the north; around and around goes the wind, and on its circuits the wind returns” (Ecclesiastes 1:6). Usually we think of the wind blowing from west to east, like the jet stream, but in Palestine the wind sometimes comes from a northerly or southerly direction. Presumably that phenomenon is mentioned here to complete the points on a compass: the sun crawls from east to west, while the wind restlessly blows from the north and the south. It may seem free to blow wherever it pleases, and in fact Jesus used this truth as the basis for one of his most famous analogies—being born again by the power of the Holy Spirit (see John 3:8). Yet the wind also follows its customary currents. It blows past, and then it comes back again. Around and around it goes, following its circular course but never reaching a destination. For all its constant movement, there is never any progress.


The flow of water seems just as profitless. “All streams run to the sea,” the Preacher says, “but the sea is not full; to the place where the streams flow, there they flow again” (Ecclesiastes 1:7). When he talks about water flowing and flowing again, he is not describing the water cycle, in which water evaporates into the clouds and eventually returns to water the earth in the form of rain. Rather, Quoheleth is talking about the way that all rivers and streams flow forever to the sea. There is an especially vivid example of this in Israel, where Qoheleth lived. The Dead Sea is landlocked; it has no outlet to another body of water. Yet for all the centuries that the Jordan River has been flowing down into the Dead Sea, the sea is not yet full, and thus the water continues to flow.


Life is the same way. Everything seems to be in a rut. Where is the progress? What is the profit? You spend your whole life working for one company after another, but what do you gain for all your toil? These days it is hard to get a retirement dinner anymore, let alone a gold-plated watch. Or what do you have to show for all the work you do around the house? There are always more meals to prepare, more floors to scrub, and more clothes to wash.


Daily life is like the famous song from the musical Show Boat, in which Old Man River just keeps rolling along. The song is sung by Joe, a dock worker on the Mississippi River, who is worn out by all his hard work. What he sings sounds a lot like Ecclesiastes:


Ah gits weary,


An’ sick o’ tryin’,


Ah’m tired o’ livin’,


And skeered o’ dyin’,


But Ol’ Man River,


He jus’ keeps rollin’ along!5


What’s New?


If the sun and the wind and the mighty rivers have nothing to show for their constant labor, then what hope do we have of ever accomplishing anything in life? It makes the Preacher tired just thinking about it. So he takes what he has observed in nature and summarizes it like this: “All things are full of weariness; a man cannot utter it” (Ecclesiastes 1:8). Life is such a wearisome, toilsome trouble that it is hard even to put into words. The Contemporary English Version says it like this: “All of life is far more boring than words could ever say.”


With this statement, the Preacher reiterates the central theme of his poem. He is trying to show how tiresome life is. Yet he is not finished making his argument. It is not just the natural world that proves how little there is for us to gain in life, but also our own personal experience.


Start with sensory perception. Here is a notable example of the weariness of all things: “the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing” (Ecclesiastes 1:8). People are always looking and listening. This is especially true now in the information age. Every day we see an endless procession of visual images: Comcast, YouTube, BlackBerry, Netflix. We can also listen to an endless stream of sounds: iPod, iPhone, iTunes, TVs, CDs, and mp3s.


Yet even after all our looking and listening, our eyes and our ears are not satisfied. We still want to see and hear more. Soon we are back to take in more of the endless procession of sounds and images. We can never get enough. There is always one more show to watch, one more game to play, one more song to which to listen. So we keep text-messaging, webcasting, Facebooking, Twittering, and Flickring. But what have we gained? What have we accomplished? Is there any profit? These are important questions to ask ourselves about everything we see and hear: Is this helping me make some kind of progress, or is it the same old, same old? Like the sea that is never full, “the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing” (Ecclesiastes 1:8).


Or consider the endless weariness of human history, which always seems to be repeating itself: “What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done, and there is nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9). Nations rise and fall, but human nature remains the same. There are times of war and times of peace, but even in peacetime we know that war will come again. In fact, some conflicts never seem to end, like the endless struggle between Jews and Arabs for control of Palestine. When Russian tanks rolled into Georgia during the 2008 Summer Olympics, it was (to quote Yogi Berra’s famous redundancy) “déjà vu all over again,” just like the Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956. There is nothing new under the sun—only reruns.


This is such a sweeping claim that someone may be tempted to think of a counterexample. Surely there must be at least one thing that is new under the sun. For a moment the Preacher seems almost willing to consider this possibility. He asks, “Is there a thing of which it is said, ‘See, this is new’?” But just as quickly, he denies it. Whatever seems new “has been already in the ages before us” (Ecclesiastes 1:10).


To give just one example, consider the discovery of the New World. As every schoolchild knows, “In 1492 Columbus sailed the ocean blue.” But was Christopher Columbus really the first European to set foot on North America? What about the Basque fishermen who were already crossing the Atlantic to fish for cod off the coast of Newfoundland? Or the merchants from Bristol in England who wrote to Columbus after his triumphant return in order to complain that he knew perfectly well they had been to America before him?6 What about the fifteenth-century voyages of Zheng He and the imperial fleet of China? Or for that matter, what about Leif Ericson and the other Norse explorers who reached the New World four hundred years before that?


Perhaps it would be possible to think of some discovery or invention that represents a real advance in knowledge or technology. But even the latest developments fall into the same categories of human experience, like transportation or communication. Wireless telecommunication may be a legitimate advance of the twenty-first century, but there is also something familiar about it: people felt the same sense of progress when the first telegraph wire was connected or the first telephone call was placed.


Furthermore, the people who come up with these new inventions have the same fallen nature as ever. They have the same basic problems, the same moral deficiencies, and the same underlying insecurities that people have always had. This explains why history does not seem to be going anywhere, why it seems to be circular rather than linear, like the tread wheel in a hamster cage. What we see now is what people have seen before and will see again. Former linebacker Matt Millen said it well when people at his alma mater (Penn State University) were complaining about misconduct by members of the football team: “If people out there are thinking that this is new, let me just give you a little bit of Scripture. Ecclesiastes. Nothing is done that hasn’t been done before.”7


The more things change, the more they stay the same. And if it ever seems like there really is something new under the sun, it is only because we have forgotten what happened before. The Preacher’s poem about life’s weary repetition ends with a line about memory loss: “There is no remembrance of former things, nor will there be any remembrance of later things yet to be among those who come after” (Ecclesiastes 1:11).


How quickly people forget! What Ecclesiastes describes here is a kind of historical amnesia. People generally do not know their history very well, so what seems new to us may in fact be something ancient that we have long forgotten. For example, we often think of the United States as the first great civilization of North America. But there were people here long before us—people loving and fighting and living and dying. More than a thousand years ago the Anasazi peoples built a large city in New Mexico’s Chaco Canyon, with five-story buildings containing hundreds of rooms. The Cahokia community near St. Louis grew as large as 40,000 people—the largest city in North America until Philadelphia surpassed it in the nineteenth century.8 But who remembers any of these things now?


One day we too will be forgotten. Centuries from now, the common experiences of our own time will be among the “former things” that are mentioned in Ecclesiastes 1. What we have accumulated will be lost; what we have accomplished will be forgotten. Our descendants will not remember us any better than we remember our ancestors. Eventually, when things that have yet to happen are forgotten, those people will no longer be remembered either.


The same memory failure happens at the individual level. There are many things we find hard to remember—the experiences of early childhood, the math skills that we learned last year in school, the place where we last saw whatever it is for which we are looking. It is hard to remember. Soon most of us will face the memory loss that comes with old age, when our own experiences become inaccessible to us. Will we still be who we are when we have all but forgotten who we were? Or will every last memory of us be forgotten? This is part of the weariness of life, that there is no remembrance of former things.


All Things New


“Vanity of vanities!” “All things are full of weariness.” Are you starting to agree with the Preacher’s philosophy of life? Do you think there is anything to gain for all your hard work, or has his litany of failure convinced you that life is nothing but toil and trouble?


Here it is crucially important to understand the Preacher’s purpose. There is a reason why he wants us to feel the full weight of the weariness and futility of life under the sun. “The function of Ecclesiastes,” writes Derek Kidner, “is to bring us to the point where we begin to fear that such a comment (all is vanity) is the only honest one. So it is, if everything is dying. We face the appalling inference that nothing has meaning, nothing matters under the sun.”9


This is not the whole story, however. Remember that this is only the way things are if we look at them “under the sun.” This phrase, which occurs here in verse 3 and again in verse 9, as well as dozens of other places in Ecclesiastes, is one of the keys to understanding the book. It partly expresses the extent of our problem. Where do we experience life’s futility and frustration? Everywhere in the world—wherever the sun shines.


Yet this phrase also leaves open the possibility of a different perspective. When he says “under the sun,” the Preacher “rules out all higher values and spiritual realities and employs only the resources and gifts that this world offers. The use of this phrase is equivalent to drawing a horizontal line between earthly and heavenly realities.”10 To see things “under the sun,” then, is to look at them from ground level. It is to take an earthly point of view, leaving God out of it for the moment.


But of course this is not the only way to look at things, or even the right way to look at them. There is a God in Heaven who rules over the sun. Therefore, we are not limited to the terrestrial; by the revelation of the Word of God, we can also see things from the celestial. The reason the Preacher shows us the weariness of our existence, making us more and more disillusioned with life under the sun, is so we will not expect to find meaning and satisfaction in earthly things, but only in God himself. Here is how the nineteenth-century English commentator Charles Bridges explained the Preacher’s strategy: “We are permitted to taste the bitter wormwood of earthly streams, in order that, standing by the heavenly fountain, we may point our fellow sinners to the world of vanity we have left and to the surpassing glory and delights of the world we have newly found.”11


This does not mean that if we believe in God all our troubles will be over or that we will never again feel the weariness and vanity of life under the sun. For one thing, believers often forget to remember God, and when we do, we are right back “under the sun” again. But Ecclesiastes does open up the possibility of an “above the sun” perspective that can bring joy and refreshment to life as we learn everything matters.


One way to see this is to take all of the things that make life so wearisome—all of the dreary repetitions in nature and human experience—and see what a difference it makes to bring God back into the picture. What happens when we take the vanity of all these vanities into the Holy of Holies and see them from God’s point of view?


The Preacher looks at the natural world and fails to see any progress. But there is another perspective. The psalmist says, “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork” (Psalm 19:1). To prove his point, he looks at the same old sun and says it “comes out like a bridegroom leaving his chamber, and, like a strong man, runs its course with joy” (Psalm 19:5). Whether the sun seems to make any progress or not, it bears witness to the joy and strength of its Creator. Therefore, “From the rising of the sun unto the going down of the same the LORD’s name is to be praised” (Psalm 113:3, KJV).


The repetition that we see in nature is a testimony to the goodness and orderliness of God. The regularity of the created world shows the constancy of its Creator. The winds blow at his bidding, the waters flow at his command, and this is for the blessing of every creature. The Scripture says, “He lays the beams of his chambers on the waters; he makes the clouds his chariot; he rides on the wings of the wind” (Psalm 104:3; cf. 147:18). Again, Scripture says, “He draws up the drops of water; they distill his mist in rain, which the skies pour down and drop on mankind abundantly” (Job 36:27–28). So rather than seeing the day-in, day-out routines of nature the way Qoheleth saw them, we can see them the way Jeremiah saw them when he said, “The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness” (Lamentations 3:22–23).


Looking above the sun also gives us a different perspective on our experience. Is there anything new? Maybe not under the sun, but the God who rules over the sun is always doing something new. There is a “new covenant” in the blood of Jesus Christ (Luke 22:20)—the blood that he shed on the cross for the forgiveness of all our sins. There is the new life that came up from the empty tomb when Jesus rose from the dead with the power of eternal salvation. There is the “new heart” that God gives to everyone who believes in Jesus (Ezekiel 36:26). There is the “new self” that the Holy Spirit starts to grow in the knowledge and the holiness of God (Ephesians 4:24). This new self is so new that the Bible calls it “a new creation” (2 Corinthians 5:17), which is a way of saying that when we trust in God, his work in us will re-create our whole world. The Christian life is not the same old, same old. The living God who sits on the throne of the universe says, “Behold, I am making all things new” (Revelation 21:5). This is the promise to hold on to whenever we are tired of life and all its troubles. The God we worship is the God who says, “Behold, I am doing a new thing” (Isaiah 43:19).


One day this God will make new heavens and a new earth. Not everyone believes this, of course. In fact, the Bible says that some people deny the coming judgment and the final salvation because they think “all things are continuing as they were from the beginning of creation” (2 Peter 3:4). What they say sounds a lot like Ecclesiastes: “there is nothing new under the sun.” But the Bible goes on to promise that when this weary old world is destroyed, God will make “new heavens and a new earth” (2 Peter 3:13). This promise gives hope to the people of God and enables us to persevere even when we are weary. Life’s frustrations will not last forever; we live in the hope of a new day. In one of the earliest commentaries ever written on Ecclesiastes, Didymus the Blind wrote, “A person who is enlightened by the ‘sun of righteousness’ is not ‘under’ it but ‘in’ it. Thus it is said in the Gospel: ‘The righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father,’ not ‘under’ the sun.”12


When the great day comes, our restless ears and roving eyes will be fully and finally satisfied to see Jesus Christ and to hear the sound of his glorious worship. “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined,” this is “what God has prepared for those who love him” (1 Corinthians 2:9). We will no longer look this way and that for something to satisfy us, but our senses will be saturated with the glory of God. This is something to remember whenever we are frustrated or angry or sad or disappointed with everything in life that is getting broken, falling apart, or going wrong. Remember that this life is not our final existence. We were made for a better world. The very fact that we are weary of life is pointing us to the only God who can satisfy our souls.


All of this brings us back to the question that the Preacher asked at the very beginning: “What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?” (Ecclesiastes 1:3). The answer here is, nothing. T. M. Moore writes:






Although Solomon intends his readers to understand that life under the sun is a gift from God and should be received and enjoyed as such, he is at pains to show us that life looked at from that perspective alone never quite seems to make sense. The phrase “under the sun” repeatedly punctuates the futility and meaninglessness of life lived only for self and the moment, without gratitude to or regard for God and his ways.13








Yet the question of profit or gain is still a good question. We know this because Jesus put things almost exactly the same way. “What will you gain?” he asked. Except that Jesus turned the whole question on its head. He did not ask what in the world we would gain for all our work. Instead he asked what we would really gain if we had the whole world: “What will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul?” (Matthew 16:26; cf. Mark 8:36). The implication is that not even the entire world is enough to compensate for the loss of one eternal soul.


If we are looking to make a profit, we should not live for what this world seems to offer, but only for the everlasting gain that comes with trusting Jesus for the free gift of eternal life.
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Humanity’s Search for Meaning


Ecclesiastes 1:12–18


I have seen everything that is done 
under the sun, and behold, all is 
vanity and a striving after wind.


1:14


[image: Image]


IN HIS BOOK The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, Douglas Adams writes about Deep Thought, the powerful supercomputer that is tasked with determining the Answer to Life, the Universe, and Everything. It takes the computer a long time to check and double-check its computations—seven and a half million years, to be exact—but eventually it spits out a simple, unambiguous answer: the meaning of life is 42.


“Forty-two!” someone yells at the computer. “Is that all you’ve got to show for seven and a half million years’ work?”


“I checked it very thoroughly,” Deep Thought replies, “and that quite definitely is the answer. I think the problem, to be quite honest with you, is that you’ve never actually known what the question is.”1


Everyone wants to know the meaning of life, but to get the right answer we have to ask the right question. This is our quest in Ecclesiastes—to come to a true and accurate understanding of life, the universe, and everything. As we join Qoheleth (the Preacher) on his spiritual journey, which fortunately takes somewhat less than seven and a half million years (!), we discover the meaning of life for ourselves.


The Seeker’s Quest


The book opened with an introduction of the author (Ecclesiastes 1:1), a statement of theme (Ecclesiastes 1:2), and a poetic summary (Ecclesiastes 1:3–11), in which a series of examples drawn from nature and human experience prove that the world is “endlessly busy and hopelessly inconclusive.”2 Now the quest begins in earnest. It is possible that the first eleven verses came from the book’s final editor—someone who referred to the Preacher in the third person and wanted to summarize the book’s message. But in verse 12 Qoheleth speaks for himself, telling us who he is: “I the Preacher have been king over Israel in Jerusalem.”


A statement like this is typical in Ancient Near Eastern literature: “an old man, sometimes a king or one who for literary purposes claims to be a king, draws on the experiences of a lifetime to give advice to his son or successor.”3 The writer is speaking autobiographically. He is describing his personal experiences for the moral benefit of his readers.


Obviously, in this case the old man is meant to be Solomon. This was evident already in verse 1, where Qoheleth described himself as “the son of David, king in Jerusalem.” Here in verse 12 he further identifies himself as “king over Israel in Jerusalem.” This description only fits the life of Solomon, because although Rehoboam and other descendants of David ruled in Jerusalem, none of them ruled over Israel. After Solomon the kingdom was divided between north and south, and whoever was king in Jerusalem only ruled over the southern kingdom of Judah, not over the northern kingdom of Israel. So this king must be Solomon.


As we have seen, some scholars take a slightly different perspective. Since the Preacher does not come right out and call himself Solomon, they believe that Ecclesiastes was written by someone else—a second “Solomon” who used the life of Israel’s famous king to illustrate his own philosophy of life. To put this literary strategy in a contemporary context, it would be something like a drama on television in which the President of the United States is one of the main characters. Even if the drama is not a documentary, the President on such a program often has personal characteristics or political views that are reminiscent of John F. Kennedy or George W. Bush or someone else who sat in the Oval Office. Similarly, the argument goes, Ecclesiastes is modeled on the life of Solomon.


It is equally likely, if not more so, that the book was written by Solomon himself. But either way, the life of that famous king provides the Biblical context for Ecclesiastes. Here he introduces himself as Qoheleth, which means “the Collector” or “the Convener.” He uses this title because one of the duties of his royal office is to gather his subjects and instruct them in spiritual wisdom, as Solomon did in 1 Kings 8 when he assembled Israel to dedicate the holy Temple in Jerusalem. Thus, the king is also the Preacher. The fact that he speaks in the perfect tense (“I . . . have been king”) tells us further that he is writing near the end of his reign, after he has been king for some time. Writing from the vantage point of age and experience, he is telling us the story of what he has learned about life.


The Solomon of Ecclesiastes was a seeker; he was on a personal quest for wisdom and knowledge. He says, “I applied my heart to seek and to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven” (Ecclesiastes 1:13). The Preacher-King was asking the ultimate questions. He wanted to know the meaning of life.


This quest fits everything we know about King Solomon from other places in the Bible. When Solomon became king, God gave him the opportunity of a lifetime: he could ask for anything he wished. Solomon chose wisely. Rather than asking for money or fame, he asked for wisdom to govern the people of God. God was so pleased with Solomon’s request that he said, “Behold, I give you a wise and discerning mind, so that none like you has been before you and none like you shall arise after you” (1 Kings 3:12). This precious gift of wisdom did not mean that the king instantly understood everything. He still had to apply himself to the pursuit of knowledge, which is exactly what Solomon did: he devoted his life to learning.


Solomon’s quest was sincere. When he says, “I applied my heart,” he means that the pursuit of knowledge came from the very core of his being. The Preacher-King focused his mind and disciplined his heart to know the truth.


His quest was also comprehensive. The words “to seek” and “to search” indicate the seriousness of his efforts. Although some scholars have tried to distinguish the meaning of these two words, here they are used fairly synonymously. Together they show Solomon’s diligence. He wanted to understand life—not just one part of life but life taken as a whole. His quest was as extensive as it was intensive. The Preacher was an ancient-day Renaissance man. He wanted to know as much as he could about as many things as he could. He wanted to take it all in, leaving nothing out, so that his conclusions would be as definitive as possible. He wanted to investigate every area of human endeavor—“all that is done under heaven” (Ecclesiastes 1:13). In short, he wanted to know everything about everything under the sun.


This was a commendable quest. Rather than seeking pleasure or looking for popularity or finding significance in his personal accomplishments, the Preacher first used wisdom to find meaning for life. As a wisdom writer, he viewed wisdom as the highest virtue. Rather than living for lower pleasures, he pursued the life of the mind.


The kind of wisdom the Preacher had in mind was not divine wisdom but human wisdom—the very best that human beings have ever thought or said. Although wisdom generally has very positive connotations in the Bible, it does not always refer to spiritual wisdom that comes from God. The Hebrew word for wisdom (hochma) is a broad term. Here it refers to what human beings can learn about the world without any special revelation from God.


Seeking such wisdom is a worthy pursuit, as far as it goes. All truth is God’s truth, wherever it may be found. If we learn anything that is true to the world as it truly is, that truth ultimately comes as a gift from God. Even false religions contain some words that are true. Even people who do not know God nevertheless have practical wisdom for daily life. By God’s “common grace,” as theologians call it, even books in the “Religion and Self-Help” section of a secular bookstore give people some of the knowledge they seek. The question is, how far will such wisdom take us? Will it help us to know and to worship Jesus Christ as the Son of God? Will it lead us in the way of life everlasting? Will it help us understand why everything matters?


A Bad Business


One good way to answer these questions is to see the result of the Preacher’s quest. What did he discover? And what would we learn if we devoted our lives to a similar quest for knowledge?


The reality is that the Preacher came up totally empty. Rather than adding up to 42, the Preacher found that the meaning of life was nothing at all. So in verses 13–15 he describes the unhappiness, the emptiness, and the futility of his own efforts to understand the universe—the end of his first quest.


The mood of these verses is unmistakably gloomy. Qoheleth says, “It is an unhappy business that God has given to the children of man to be busy with” (Ecclesiastes 1:13). Sooner or later most people end up feeling the same way. Many things make us feel unhappy. The bad relationship that our parents have, unkind comments that people make about us, things we do not have but wish we did, the recognition we think we deserve but never get, even the ordinary frustrations of daily life—all of these circumstances make us feel unhappy.


But Ecclesiastes is saying something even more depressing. His word for unhappiness (Hebrew ra’) is more negative. Properly speaking, it refers to something bad or evil.4 Thus it describes a moral category rather than an emotional state. The problem is not simply that life makes us unhappy, but that it is evil in itself. It is not just an unfortunate business,5 but a bad business.


There are at least two different ways to understand this statement. When the Preacher talks about “business,” he may be referring to everything that people do—human activity in general. If so, what he says about that business is certainly true. Ever since the sin of our first parents, work has been a bad experience. Leonard Woolf, the British publisher and political theorist who helped begin the Bloomsbury Group (also the husband of Virginia Woolf), had this to say about his life and work:






I see clearly that I have achieved practically nothing. The world today and the history of the human anthill during the past five to seven years would be exactly the same as it is if I had played Ping-Pong instead of sitting on committees and writing books and memoranda. I have therefore to make a rather ignominious confession that I must have, in a long life, ground through between 150,000 and 200,000 hours of perfectly useless work.6
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