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Foreword

	The Book of Ecclesiastes is one of the Bible's most profound and thought-provoking books. It is a book that speaks to the human condition, and it is a book that has something important to say to every generation. It is a book that challenges us to think deeply about the meaning of life, and it is a book that reminds us of the importance of humility and wisdom in our personal growth and development.

	This "Ecclesiastes: Verse-By-Verse Study of the Book of Ecclesiastes" is an in-depth exploration of this powerful and meaningful book. It is written in a verse-by-verse format and delves deep into the teachings of the author, a wise and insightful observer of human life. It is an in-depth study of the book, allowing the reader to understand the author's wisdom and insights.

	I highly recommend this book to anyone seeking a deeper understanding of the human condition and the role of God in our lives. It is a book that will challenge you to think deeply about the meaning of life, and it is a book that will remind you of the importance of humility and wisdom in our personal growth and development. Whether you are a scholar, a student, or simply someone interested in the Bible, this book is a must-read. It is a book that will change your life.

	Andrew

	 

	


Book Title

	The title of this profound text in the Hebrew script encompasses the entirety of verse 1. In the third century B.C., the Septuagint, a notable Greek translation, bestowed upon it the appellation "Ekklesiastes," from which the English title is derived through transliteration. This Greek term is intricately linked to "assembly," with its root tied to "ekklesia." "Ekklesiastes" serves as the Hellenistic interpretation of the Hebrew term "qohelet," a term various English translations have rendered as "Preacher." Alternatively, some translations opt for "Teacher," while the New English Bible (NEB) opts for "Speaker." The Hebrew term "qohelet" denotes a leader addressing an assembly of people, casting this work as a sermon in its essence. To offer a more literal translation, "Gatherer" emerges, signifying the one who gathers people into an assembly or the collector of thoughts and observations. Such nuances enrich our understanding of the multifaceted nature of this ancient discourse.

	 

	
Location

	Ecclesiastes is found in the Old Testament between the Books of Proverbs and the Song of Solomon. It forms part of the Wisdom Books.

	 

	
Writer

	Commentators often grapple with the Hebrew term "qohelet" (1:1-2, 12; 7:27; 12:8-10), with some treating it as a proper name. However, the presence of the article in 12:8 and possibly in 7:27 suggests that "qohelet" functions more as a title than a personal name.

	Internal references within the text point towards Solomon as the presumed preacher (cf. 1:1, 12—2:26; 2:4-9; 12:9). It appears that Solomon adopted "Qohelet" as a pen name, a practice recognised by both Jewish and Christian interpreters until the sixteenth century. Martin Luther was among the first scholars to challenge the traditional belief in Solomonic authorship. The rejection gained traction with the advent of literary and historical Bible criticism.

	Despite linguistic arguments against Solomonic authorship based on vocabulary and syntax, conservative scholars have contested these claims, maintaining Solomon's potential role as the writer. The rejection of Solomonic authorship primarily relies on linguistic factors. Still, there is no explicit biblical evidence excluding Solomon as the author.

	The authorship debate extends to the timing of Ecclesiastes' composition. If Solomon is considered the writer, it is plausible that he penned Song of Solomon in his youth, Proverbs in his middle life, and Ecclesiastes in his old age, aligning with clues found in these inspired books about the age of their writer.

	An alternative viewpoint suggests that Ecclesiastes comprises the writings of two distinct individuals: a narrator and Qohelet, who, contrary to tradition, may not be Solomon but someone adopting Solomon's persona. In this analysis, the book takes the form of a framed autobiography, similar to the structure of Job. Qohelet's monologue on the meaning of life is introduced by an unknown wisdom teacher, and the narrator writes the conclusion, urging a proper relationship with God. This literary approach posits Ecclesiastes as a dialogue between two wise figures. Qohelet's observations are a foil for the narrator's guidance on avoiding scepticism and doubt.

	
Date of Writing

	If Solomon composed the book entirely, he had to do it during his lifetime and most likely during his reign (971-931 B.C.). Some Jewish and Christian scholars believe he wrote Song of Solomon in his youth, Proverbs in his middle life, and Ecclesiastes in his old age (cf. 2:1-11; 11:9; 12:1). 2 This idea is based on the contents of the three inspired Bible books that he clearly penned, notably hints in these works indicating the author's age.

	Ecclesiastes is ideally placed after his apostasy, when both his recent struggle and repentance are still fresh in his consciousness, according to Kaiser (1979:31).

	The writer hides the name, Solomon, peaceable, since his wickedness had brought turmoil upon himself and his realm, had shattered his peace with God, and was therefore no longer deserving of that name (Henry 1961:791).

	An alternate interpretation of authorship is that the book was written by two people: a narrator and Qohelet (who was not Solomon but purported to be Solomon) (Longman and Dillard 2006:279-88; Bartholomew 2009:83; Leupold 1966:14). According to this interpretation, Qohelet's discourse on the purpose of existence (1:12—12:8) was presented by an anonymous wisdom instructor (1:1-11). He then penned a quick conclusion, encouraging his kid to seek a genuine connection with God (12:8-14). In the introduction and conclusion, references to Qohelet are made in the third person. As a result, the book is framed as autobiographical. If this literary interpretation is right, Job and Ecclesiastes have similar frameworks. Qohelet's speech, like Job's and his companions', does not always communicate what is consistent with the rest of the Old Testament. It serves as a contrast for the narrator. This second wise man utilises Qohelet's insights to warn his son about the pitfalls of scepticism and doubt.

	 

	
Purpose for Writing

	This profound book serves as a guide, aiding the reader in cultivating a God-centered worldview while highlighting the perils of a self-centred perspective. Notably, it refrains from detailing the specifics of a life of faith or enumerating the responsibilities tied to faith in God. Instead, it sets boundaries on human philosophy, emphasising accountability to God and discouraging self-indulgence, which often results in exploiting others for personal gain.

	Ecclesiastes, also known as Koheleth, imparts a special message in a world marked by chaos and perceived meaninglessness. It is dedicated to teaching individuals to love life, acknowledge its limitations, and find joy in its blessings. The book does not advocate for a detached approach to holiness but rather encourages the transformation of the natural into an expression of the spiritual. This aligns with the biblical command to not love the world, asserting that life gains significance only when one remembers their Creator.

	Ecclesiastes doesn't claim to preach the Gospel; rather, it directs readers towards a God-centered worldview, helping them navigate frustrations and unanswered questions. While acknowledging the vastness of the New Testament revelation, the book draws parallels, emphasising that believers, like those in Solomon's time, experience unexpected changes and chances, trusting that God works through every vicissitude of life. The writer's chief aim appears to be evaluating everything to determine their worth.

	Various scholars suggest that Ecclesiastes serve multiple purposes. It provides guidance on confronting difficult problems, advocates for a detachment from worldly concerns (disillusionment), and issues warnings against falling into the sins of the age. The book is seen as a means of achieving a thorough disillusionment, divorcing individuals from the allure of worldly matters.

	Some have contrasted Ecclesiastes with the New Testament revelation, emphasising its portrayal of life "under the sun" as dark and dismal. The inclusion of this book in the inspired volume is seen as serving the purpose of exalting the new by contrasting it with the old, offering a profound perspective on the transformative power of divine revelation.

	 

	
Genre

	This is a collection of Hebrew poetry, especially wisdom literature, intended to instruct the reader. It is also autobiographical, detailing the writer's own experiences. As a result, it is a hybrid of poetry and prose. Ecclesiastes also contains several proverbs written by the author. It is, however, more like Job and Song of Solomon than Psalms, Proverbs, and Lamentations. In the ancient Near East, there were two forms of wisdom literature: proverbial wisdom and theoretical wisdom. Ecclesiastes exemplifies speculative wisdom. Dialogues (as in Job) and monologues (as in Ecclesiastes) reveal knowledge to readers in speculative wisdom. 

	Hokmah ["wisdom"] is a realistic attitude to life's challenges that include the practical talents and technical arts of civilisation (Gordis 1968:16-17).

	Whereas Job was a brave challenger of man and God, Qoheleth—the speaker in Ecclesiastes—shared Job's daring spirit. Still, his quest was for pleasure and lasting quality rather than personal vindication. He was neither a challenger nor a despiser of God or man. He, like Job, was a wealthy man, but he had lost nothing substantial. Nonetheless, he saw that there was much to be gained. Wealth could not console a heart broken by the transience of human existence, particularly when so much else in the world outlasted man. The unfairness in the world caused him sorrow, but he did not seek an explanation from God, as his spiritual brother Job had. He accepted the truth while encouraging his rich pupils to live charitable lives and awaited the day of judgement. To compensate for the transience of human existence, he encouraged enjoying the present moment as a gift from God.

	Ecclesiastes provides a suitable counterpoint to Proverbs' practical wisdom. Although Qoheleth had found practical knowledge useful, he had arrived at it via a thoughtful process. Wisdom aphorisms were not stones acquired along the path for Qoheleth but diamonds dug from the dirt. His lengthy, painful search for pleasure and significance resulted in the calibre of his proverbs. Although he most likely wrote after Job and Proverbs, he was philosophically and spiritually somewhere in between. In some ways, he represented the mediator between contemplative and practical knowledge (Bullock 1979:189-190).

	 

	
Outline

	I. Introduction (1:1)

	A. The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem

	II. Theme of Vanity and the Transient Nature of Earthly Pursuits (1:2–2:26)
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Ecclesiastes Practically Applied

	Despite exploring the temporary nature of human endeavours, Ecclesiastes's central message carries a fundamentally positive tone. While the book may seem to express pessimistic sentiments during its argumentative processes, the overall conclusion presented by Solomon is one of positivity.

	Scholarly discussions on the nature of Ecclesiastes often lead to debates on whether it is fundamentally positive, affirming joy, or essentially pessimistic. Many lean towards the latter perspective. However, it is crucial to recognise the literary juxtaposition of contradictory views within the book, embodying the tension between life and death.

	Solomon's message, as interpreted here, suggests that although every human endeavour lacks ultimate value, life should be lived in the fear of God – with a profound recognition of Him. Furthermore, the enjoyment of life is emphasised as a gift from God.

	Ecclesiastes 12:13, urging to "Fear God and keep His commandments," resonates with similar sentiments in Proverbs 1:7 and 3:5-6. Across these books and even in Job, the fear of God is presented as a prerequisite for successful living in the present. The distinction between Ecclesiastes and Proverbs lies in the emphasis: Ecclesiastes underscores the inability of human endeavours to provide ultimate value, while Proverbs highlights the comparative value of living in the fear of God.

	Understanding Solomon's attitude is pivotal to grasping the essence of Ecclesiastes. Despite exploring the fleeting nature of human pursuits, Solomon consistently acknowledged the existence of God. Unlike an atheist or agnostic, he kept God in view throughout the book, allowing him to perceive that "all is vanity under the sun." This perspective distinguishes him from those who disregard God, seeing meaning solely in what is under the sun. Solomon's actions, as described, were not solely acts of rebellion against God; some were disobedient, but many were experiments in living aimed at discerning the relative value of various experiences.

	Ecclesiastes unfolds three major revelations that profoundly shape its message. Firstly, it discloses that every human endeavour inherently lacks ultimate value – a theme encapsulated in the declaration that "All is vanity" (1:2). Solomon buttresses this thesis by drawing examples from nature (1:3-11) and then delves into various human achievements to illustrate this notion. He articulates his personal experiments and observations (1:12—2:17) and subsequently appeals to universally observable facts affirming the transient nature of human endeavours (2:18—6:9). Solomon further underscores the limitations of human wisdom (6:10—11:6). He supports these assertions with empirical evidence drawn from the general experiences of life.

	The second major revelation emanating from Ecclesiastes is a practical directive: people should live in fear of God and derive joy from existence. This counsel serves as Solomon's pragmatic conclusion to the proven thesis that spans 1:3—11:6. Acknowledging the inevitability of death, Solomon advocates for the enjoyment of life, not disregarding God, but within the framework of the fear of God (11:7-8). He encourages youth appreciation and awareness of God's impending judgment (11:9-10). Additionally, Solomon underscores the importance of responsible behaviour in youth, recognising the inevitability of old age (12:1-7).

	The third major revelation lies in Ecclesiastes' definition of true wisdom, encapsulated in 12:13. According to the text, God intends for humanity to experience joy while retaining a profound remembrance and recognition of Him – a sentiment echoed in Proverbs 3:5-6. The failure to fear God is portrayed as leading to a life of emptiness while embracing the fear of God and aligning with His will results in a life of fullness. Thus, Ecclesiastes imparts philosophical musings on life's transient nature and offers practical wisdom on navigating existence with purpose and fulfilment.

	The teachings of Ecclesiastes carry profound implications for life, shaping not only convictions but also conduct and character. The first important implication is that convictions, particularly the acknowledgement of God's existence and living under His loving authority, lead to conduct that, in turn, moulds one's character. Obedience to God's will becomes the hallmark of such a character, coupled with a sense of responsibility and joy. Conversely, suppose one dismisses the idea of God's existence or deems it unworthy of consideration. In that case, the conduct may deviate from His will, resulting in a hollow and unfulfilled character.

	The second implication underscores the pivotal role of God in life. To dethrone God is to lose the key to a fulfilling existence. While human endeavours may be pursued, the ultimate outcome would be a sense of vanity and a lack of ultimate fulfilment. Conversely, enthroning God in one's life opens the door to the fullness of life, aligning with the profound truth echoed in passages like John 17:3 and Psalms 16:11.

	Ecclesiastes imparts two major lessons: the imperative to recognise and fear God and the encouragement to rejoice in life – akin to smelling the roses. This dual teaching forms the core of the book's message, emphasising that life, even at its best, lacks meaning without God. In contrast, even at its worst, life becomes rich and fulfilling when lived in communion with Him.

	Contrary to a superficial interpretation of Ecclesiastes as a discourse on the emptiness of life, especially without God, it is fundamentally a book of hope, not despair. It offers answers, not just questions, portraying life's richness when living with God rather than focusing solely on its potential emptiness. The book, therefore, invites readers to embrace the profound connection between recognising God's presence and finding meaning and joy in life's journey.

	 

	
Conclusion

	Ecclesiastes often repeats two sentences. The term "vanity" in the KJV and "meaningless" in the NIV occurs frequently. It is used to underline the transient nature of worldly goods. Even the most remarkable human efforts will be overtaken in the end. The term "under the sun" appears 28 times in the book and relates to the mortal world. When the Preacher speaks of "all things under the sun," he refers to earthly, temporal, and human things.

	The first seven chapters of Ecclesiastes discuss all earthly things "under the sun" in which the Preacher seeks satisfaction. He experiments with scientific discoveries (1:10-11), knowledge and philosophy (1:13-18), mirth (2:1), drink (2:3), architecture (2:4), real estate (2:7-8), and luxury (2:7-8). The Preacher looked to many theories to discover purposes, such as materialism (2:19-20) and even moral standards (including chapters 8-9). He found that everything was worthless, a passing fad with no purpose or endurance in the absence of God.

	Chapters 8-12 of Ecclesiastes provide the Preacher's ideas and remarks on how to live a life. He concludes that there is no truth or significance in life without God. He has seen many horrors and concluded that even the greatest of man's efforts are meaningless in the long run. As a result, he instructs the reader to recognise God from childhood (12:1) and to accept His plan (12:13-14).

	 

	 

	 


Ecclesiastes Chapter 1:1-18

	All Is Vanity

	1 The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem:

	Solomon, identified as the "king of Israel" in Ecclesiastes 1:12, assumes the role of a Teacher or assembly leader. He gathers people to impart a message in this capacity, sharing his wisdom through proverbs and reflections. Remarkably, Solomon, the individual in the Bible endowed with unparalleled attributes—knowledge, power, wealth, honour, reputation, and God's favour—chooses to articulate the ultimate emptiness inherent in all the world has to offer.

	The underlying purpose of Solomon's writing in Ecclesiastes is to dismantle the illusion that one's faith in personal efforts, skills, and virtue can provide lasting fulfilment. Instead, he contends that true meaning and purpose are found in devotion to God alone, emphasising that faith in self-reliance leads to futility.

	Solomon adopts a sceptical and pessimistic tone for a specific reason. Reflecting on his life's journey, he realises that much of it had been devoid of genuine significance. Despite the prevailing notion that virtuous living would yield prosperity while the wicked would suffer, Solomon's personal experience contradicted this expectation. Having lived a life of accomplishments and ventures, he concludes that true happiness is found only in God. His intent in composing Ecclesiastes is to spare his readers from pursuing meaningless activities and to guide them towards a life centred on God.

	Solomon's message is cautionary: attempting to derive satisfaction solely from personal achievements, divorced from a connection with God, is futile. He earnestly communicates that genuine contentment is only attainable when anchored in a relationship with God, and any pursuit devoid of this connection renders life ultimately meaningless.

	2 “Vanity of vanities,” says the Preacher; “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.”

	Reigning during Israel's golden age, Solomon harboured a profound desire to awaken his people to the transient nature of success and riches. Drawing on insights from Psalms 103:14-16, Isaiah 40:6-8, and James 4:14, he sought to impart the timeless truth that all human achievements are ephemeral, destined to vanish. Solomon says this awareness is crucial for living a proper and balanced life.

	In the face of success or failure, Solomon recognised the peril of two extremes: pride and self-sufficiency in times of accomplishment and heartbreak in moments of failure. His purpose extended beyond the glitter of material wealth and earthly achievements; he aimed to demonstrate their ultimate worthlessness in the grander scheme of life. Solomon's message resonates with the profound truth that only the pursuit of God provides lasting and genuine fulfilment.

	For Solomon, the key to a meaningful existence lay in glorifying God in all aspects of life—speech, thoughts, and actions. He conveyed a timeless lesson by emphasising the pursuit of God over the transient allure of material goods. Solomon's wisdom extends an invitation to recalibrate priorities, directing attention toward the eternal and away from the fleeting. In recognising the impermanence of worldly achievements, individuals are encouraged to find enduring significance in their relationship with God, fostering a life of true and lasting fulfilment.

	3 What does man gain from all his labor in which he labors under the sun?

	The term "gain" in Ecclesiastes, derived from the Hebrew word "yitron," carries the nuanced meaning of "what is left over" or a net profit. This term is notably exclusive to Ecclesiastes, appearing in passages such as 2:11, 13; 3:9; 5:9, 16; 7:12; and 10:10, 11. In using this term, Solomon does not dismiss the value of work or imply that having a job is undesirable. Instead, he emphasises the inherent uncertainty surrounding the outcomes of various human activities. Despite yielding short-term profits, Solomon suggests that none of these endeavours guarantees long-term financial stability or lasting gain—a sentiment echoed in the New Testament, particularly in Mark 8:36.

	The recurring phrase "Under the sun," unique to Ecclesiastes and absent elsewhere in the Old Testament, signifies "on the earth." It specifically pertains to human life, appearing 29 times in Ecclesiastes (1:9, 14; 2:11, 17, 18, 19, 20, 22; 3:16; 4:1, 3, 7, 15; 5:13, 18; 6:1, 5, 12; 8:9, 15, 17; 9:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 10:5; cf. 1:13; 2:3; 3:1). This phrase underscores the universal scope of the author's perspective, extending beyond his own people and region to encompass a global understanding of life. Furthermore, it indicates that Solomon's observations were grounded in the earthly experiences of humanity rather than relying solely on unique revelations from God specific to that time.
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