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    Ecclesiastes 11:1. Cast thy bread upon the waters; for thou shalt find it after many days.


Do not treasure up your bread; for if you do, it will become moldy, and be of no use to you. cast it upon the waters; scatter it abroad; give it to unworthy men if need be. Some here have seen an allusion to the throwing of seed into the Nile when it overflowed its banks. When the waters receded, the corn grew and was gathered "after many days."








— Charles Spurgeon 
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Introduction to the Book of Ecclesiastes 
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Ecclesiastes excellently captures the work and satisfaction, the fleeting success and unanswered questions we all experience in the workplace. This is a favorite book among many Christians, and its narrator - The Preacher, as he is called in most English translations - has a lot to say about the work. . Much of what it teaches is brief, practical and intelligent. Anyone who has ever worked in a team can appreciate the value of a statement like, "Two are better than one, because they are paid more for their work" (Ecclesiastes 4:9). Most of us spend most of our productive time working, and we find positive affirmation in the words of the preacher: "Therefore I praise pleasure, because a man eats, Drinking and playing in the sun is of no use, and this will accompany him in his toils during the days of the life that God has given him under the sun" (Ecclesiastes 8:15). However, the prospect of the work of preaching is also extremely troubling. "And I considered all the work of my hands, and all that I did, behold, as vanity according to the wind" (Ecclesiastes 2:11). The almost overwhelming prevalence of negative comments about the work threatens to overwhelm the reader. The preacher begins with "vanity of vanities" (Ecclesiastes 1:2) and ends with "all vanity" (Ecclesiastes 12:8). The words and phrases he repeats most often are "frivolous," "runs with the wind," "indecipherable," and "indecipherable." If he does not use a broader perspective to moderate his observations, Ecclesiastes can be a truly obscure book. The task of making sense of the entire book of Ecclesiastes is difficult. Does the book really present the work as vanity or does the preacher filter through various futile ways of working to find a set of means that make sense? Or, conversely, does the general appreciation of the work as a "race with the wind" invalidate the various axioms and positive observations? The answer depends largely on how we approach the book. One way to read Ecclesiastes is to see it simply as a combination of observations about life, including work. In this approach, the preacher is first and foremost an observer of real life who narrates the ups and downs he encounters in life. Each observation is itself a piece of wisdom. For example, if we take the helpful advice "There is nothing better for a man than to eat and drink and to think that his work is good" (Ecclesiastes 2:24), we need not worry so much that it will be strictly fulfilled. a. by the verse "This also is vanity, running after the wind" (Ecclesiastes 2:26). Readers who accept the approach of this book are not alone. Most scholars today do not recognize the dominant argument in Ecclesiastes , and even those who do argue that "it is very difficult to find one commentator who agrees with another." However, this fragmentary book approach is not entirely satisfactory. We want to know the overall message of Ecclesiastes , and to find that message we must look for a structure that unites the many observations that coexist in the book. We will follow the structure first proposed by Addison Wright in 1968, which divides the book into units of thought. Wright's structure is commendable for three reasons: (1) it is based on objective repetition of key phrases in the text of Ecclesiastes, not on subjective interpretations of the content; (2) it is accepted by more scholars, and certainly a small majority, than any other; and (3) it highlights issues related to the work. We do not have room here to reproduce Wright's arguments, but we will point to repeated phrases to delineate the units of thought he proposes. In the first half of the book, the phrase "runs with the wind" marks the end of each unit. In the second half, the phrase "won't know" (or "who will know?") serves the same function. Wright's structure will contribute directly to our overall understanding of the book.
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