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The Book of Ecclesiastes  
Ecclesiastes (Hebrew word – Qohelet) is in some ways the most peculiar book of the Hebrew 
Bible.  The peculiarity starts with its name.  The Septuagint uses that title because it means the 
one who assembles (the Hebrew root – qhl – means to assemble).  Some scholars have claimed 
that the term refers to the assembling of sayings but in Hebrew this word is only used with 
people as its object.  It reflects the assembling of audiences or disciples.  The grammatical form 
of the word is also odd because it is ends with -et which is feminine.  Bottom line is that there is 
no consensus as to what Qohelet means (whether it is a title or a proper name) so modern 
scholars use the untranslated Hebrew name for the book of the Bible.  I will do the same! 
 
In the opening verse the Qohelet is called son of David.  It might mean that the writer comes 
from the Davidic line.  Jewish and Christian tradition identify him as Solomon because of the 
repeated stress on his search for wisdom and because of his autobiographical narrative in 
Chapter 2 (in this chapter he speaks of having built many houses and created elaborate gardens 
and amassed wealth and items of luxury).   
 
However, Hebrew scholars think it best to think of Qohelet as the literary character of a radical 
philosopher.  The way he wrote in some respects resembles traditional Wisdom literature.  In 
other ways it sharply departs from it.  The stringing together of moral maxims is reminiscent of 
the Book of Proverbs.  Often, however, the maxims of Qohelet seem to be nonconforming in 
content.  He cites traditional maxims and then challenges or undermines them in the new 
context in which they are set.  For the most part his observations invite us to contemplate the 
cyclical nature of reality and human experience, the fleeting duration of all that we cherish, the 
brevity of life, and the inevitability of death.   
 
The peculiarity of his moral stance is compounded by the fact that his is a writer who works out 
his thoughts through poetic prose.  He makes central use of refrains and other devices of 
repetition and he often thinks in metaphors.  The King James Version is the most adequate 
English rendering of his style although it does not always provide an apt equivalent for some of 
the terms. 
 
One example is the famous words found in Ecclesiastes 1:2.  It is a much-repeated refrain that 
also concludes the whole book.  In the King James Version the initial words are vanity of 
vanities.  Since the word in Latin suggests a lack of value other translations offer the word 
futility or absurdity.  The Hebrew word is hevel and basically means breath or vapor.  Used 
figuratively (as here) it implies something frail or without permanent value.   
 
 



The phrase vanity of vanities employs a common Hebrew construction that expresses a 
heightened emphasis (same word used twice).  Used with hevel the phrase thus communicates 
the idea of something absolutely meaningless.  The word is used 38 times in the book of 
Ecclesiastes to communicate the idea that some (or every) aspect of life is without value apart 
from the fear of the Lord.  Hevel is used elsewhere in the Old Testament to refer to false gods 
(Psalm 31:6 and Jonah 2:8). 
 
The Hebrew hevel thus indicates the flimsy vapor that is exhaled when breathing (invisible 
except on a cold winter day) (example is the football game between the Buffalo Bills and the 
New England Patriots).  It is the opposite of the Hebrew word ruah which means life-breath.  
The latter is the animating force in a living creature.   
 
 

 
 
 
Ecclesiastes 1:2-11 
The understanding of time as reflected in the religious writings of the ancient Near East is that 
time is circular.  The Biblical view of time is generally linear, moving towards a goal while 
acknowledging the natural cycles of the world that God created (day, month, season, year).  In 
these verses Qohelet reflects upon the emptiness of a life merely trapped in the cycles of 
nature.   
 
This is seen especially in verse 5 (the sun rises and the sun sets).  The cyclical movement of day 
and night is taken as prime evidence in nature of the repetitive cyclical nature of reality.  As just 
noted this idea is a radical challenge to the conception of time and sequence that is outlined in 
Genesis and elsewhere in the Bible.  In verses 6 and 7 the cyclical nature of the wind and the 
rivers continue this vision of pointless movement round and round.   
 
Verse 11 would have been jarring for the Israelites to hear.  They put great store in leaving a 
remembrance.  The wiping out of memories would be seen as an ultimate curse.   
 
Ecclesiastes 1:12-2:20 
After the prologue a first-person account of Qohelet’s frustrating quest for knowledge 
continues throughout this section.  He sets his heart (the organ of understanding) to inquire 
and seek (through wisdom) all that is done under the sun.  The theme of striving after wind 
recalls the words of Gilgamesh: Only the gods live forever under the sun.  As for humankind, 
numbered are their days; whatever they achieve is but the wind. 



Qohelet sets out to have a comprehensive exploration of experiences which include reflecting 
on the sayings of the wise, observing a broad variety of events, and experimenting with his 
senses (with alcohol and perhaps illicit sexual encounters).  In Hebrew the latter suggests a wild 
and unruly indulgence of the senses in which lucidity is lost.  It has often been translated to 
revelry.  In the end Qohelet challenges the basic premise of Wisdom literature – that devotion 
to wisdom is the one true road to the good and fulfilled life. 
 
In Chapter 2 the idea is that Qohelet gives himself over to drinking and revelry.   His purpose in 
indulging the senses is to see if that is part of what is good for the sons of man.  The fabrication 
of Qohelet as king over Jerusalem is important because it allows him to be endowed with the 
means to explore everything that wealth can give a person – grand houses, splendid gardens, 
servants, resident entertainers, and a harem of beautiful women.   
 
By verse 13 Qohelet recognizes that wisdom offers no way out of life’s futility and no escape 
from the inevitable fate of death that awaits the wise as well as the fool.  A double-edged 
sword undercuts the value of wisdom (the fact that the wise person will be swallowed up by 
death like the most unfortunate fool and that after one is gone all remembrance of both will 
vanish).   
 
The statement in verse 24 recalls the theme of the Epic of Gilgamesh.  In Gilgamesh the theme 
reflects the futility of life but the book of Ecclesiastes distinguishes between the futility of life 
lived without the proper fear of God and the contentment of life lived in fear of him.  Although 
this affirmation may look like a contradiction to 2:1 it is an example of the tension Qohelet 
holds in his thinking.  Immersion in sexual pleasure (especially in extreme forms) may bring no 
lasting good but in the futility of our lives the simple pleasures of the senses in the here and 
now are all we have (and we might as well take advantage of them). 
 
God is finally mentioned!  Qohelet is no atheist.  God is a given for him but this God makes 
decisions about whom to favor and whom to reject.  God cannot be counted on to neatly 
reward the wise and the righteous (as other Biblical writers assume).  What follows is Qohelet’s 
reality: All he knows is the immediacy of his own bodily experience.  God gave these 
experiences to him to enjoy if he could and others may not be so lucky.  In verse 26 the Hebrew 
word hoté does not mean sinner but rather one who gives offense (who misses the mark).  How 
and why he offends is left unstated.  His logic follows: In this transient life, the one who pleases 
God may enjoy the worldly goods passed on to him.  The unlucky man who offends God is not 
so fortunate.  But under the aspect of eternity even that difference amounts to little for in the 
end death serves as the great equalizer. 
 
Ecclesiastes 3 
The opening seven verses are the first instance of formal poetry in Qohelet.  These are seven 
paired lines with the number seven pointedly chosen because of its traditional association with 
the sacred.  The point of these verses is to show the contradictory events of human life (both 
good and bad) are beyond the control of humankind.   



At one moment one will be called upon to laugh and at another time to weep.  But one can 
scarcely hope to derive any gain from this alternating pattern.  In the end God has planted in 
the human heart the love of the world.  Qohelet repeatedly urges people to enjoy the pleasures 
of life (in the here and now) but he is perfectly aware that it is a matter of luck (like he noted in 
Chapter 2) whether we are given the time and financial means to enjoy the good things of life, 
or whether we are condemned to die, to uproot, to rip down, and to mourn. 
 
In addition to understanding the beauty of God’s order of creation, the wise person under-
stands the limits of what he/she can know.  One may understand what God has revealed 
through the order God has put into creation.  One may even understand what God has revealed 
through his Word and deeds.  But one may not know eternity.  The Hebrew word olam 
(translated eternity) encompasses the whole of what God has done, is doing, and will do.  In 
later Hebrew this word is commonly used for world or creation in the sense of all that exists.  In 
Biblical usage the word entails the entire span of God’s activity.   
 
In verse 14 the absolute determination of events (beyond all human control) is understood as a 
reason for one to fear the Lord who controls all things.   
 

 
 
Ecclesiastes 4 
The term for oppression is different from the typical Hebrew word used in the Old Testament.  
For example the Hebrew word in the book of Exodus is lak hats and refers to hardships or mis-
treatment imposed from the outside (by one group upon another).  Throughout the Old 
Testament Israel is oppressed by Egypt, the Amalekites, the Syrians, and other neighboring 
nations while Israel is warned not to oppress foreigners who live among them (using that same 
term).   
 
In this case Qohelet uses a different word – ashaq – which is wider in meaning and used most 
often of hardship or mistreatment by one’s own people (those from whom one has a higher 
expectation of better treatment).  For this reason it is associated with injustice (5:8).  In the 
places where this word is used in other Old Testament lessons the Israelites are warned not to 
oppress the poor, widows, orphans, and others who are helpless.   
 
 
 



Recognizing that much of one’s striving is rooted in a desire to have more than one’s neighbor, 
Qohelet advocates a middle ground in verses 5-8.  It is foolish to be one who does nothing and 
is thus in danger of being saved.  It is equally foolish to be one whose eyes are never satisfied 
with riches.   Wisdom recognizes that having enough to meet one’s needs (which can be 
attained without excessive toil) is better than having more than one needs that is gained 
through unnecessary struggle.   
 
In verses 13-16 it is clear that Qohelet believes that power and high position cannot be main-
tained without wisdom.   
 
Ecclesiastes 5 
Be not rash with our mouths is a warning that reflects the widespread conviction in the ancient 
world that words (spoken or written) are powerful.  They were often understood to have the 
power to bring about the conditions they describe.  Words also bound the speaker and acted as 
a pledge between the gods.  The spoken word retained its power even in the case of a rash 
oath.   
 
Outside the Bible this understanding of the power of words was generally connected with the 
practice of magic.  In the Bible where magical practices were prohibited (Deuteronomy 18:9-14) 
failing to keep one’s word was to prove oneself false before others and before God.  It showed 
that there was no fear of God and to act in this way was to invite a curse upon oneself.  It is 
explained in the Biblical injunction against the breaking of oaths as found in Numbers 30 and 
Deuteronomy 23 and James 5.   
 
This is especially true of oaths and vows taken in God’s name. The failure to fulfill a vow taken 
in the name of God was a fundamental violation of the commandment (You shall not take the 
name of the Lord your God in vain).  In the ancient world, all oaths by their very nature called 
upon God or the gods as witness.  For these reasons Jesus warned his followers not to take any 
oaths (Matthew 5:33-37).  For an example of divine punishment for breaking a vow we can turn 
to the account of Ananias and Sapphira found in Acts 5:1-11. 
 
Ecclesiastes 6 
In verse 3 there are two blessings mentioned.  In the ancient world bearing children was one of 
the most important components of a good life.  Children not only provided the labor necessary 
to the lifestyle of farmers, but they also ensured that one would be cared for in later years.  
When it speaks of one who fathers a hundred children it expresses the idea of a super-
abundant blessing.  Qohelet also speaks of the blessing of living many years. 
 
Life in the ancient world was fragile.  Roughly half of the children died before the age of five.  In 
a world with only the most rudimentary medical care, disease threatened everyone.  Beyond 
that the complications of childbirth took the lives of many women.  Work in the fields and the 
dangers of war could lead to injuries for men, and even a very slight injury could lead to 
infection and death.  To survive these hazards and live into an old age was a rare blessing. 
 



In verse 12 Qohelet (as a Wisdom writer) constantly questions the value of wisdom.  He knows 
that a human life is likely to be bleak (that it is by nature unpredictable and may end badly and 
will surely end with death).  His wisdom is to think about those things but (apart from his 
occasional exhortations to enjoy life to its fullest extent) he does not presume to know what is 
good for humankind (unlike those who speak on behalf of mainline wisdom).   
 
Ecclesiastes 11 
Qohelet returns to the theme of the limitation of human knowledge as motivation for receiving 
with joy (and in peace) whatever comes from the hand of God.  Yet even in rejoicing the wise is 
to remember what the future holds: God will bring people into judgment.  This knowledge 
tempers both the rejoicing and the sorrow.  This message was especially important for the 
youth who in their exuberance for life often failed to remember that everything in this life is 
empty and meaningless apart from the proper fear of the Lord.  This lays the foundation for the 
concluding chapter in which the central theme is fully articulated.   
 
Ecclesiastes 12  
Here Qohelet is described as a wise man.  In Hebrew the term used to describe a wise man or 
sage referred to one who performed a specific function or held a specific office (having made 
careful study of the wisdom tradition and serving as teacher and guide for others).  The careful 
study of many proverbs (wisdom sayings) reflects Qohelet’s pursuit of knowledge of God by 
examining the order God has built into creation.  It also highlights the connection between this 
book and the book of Proverbs which is also attributed to Solomon.  
 
In the concluding verses Qohelet casts himself as a father figure who passes on his insights to 
his son.  We hear this way of speaking in the book of Proverbs.   
 
The end of the matter; all has been heard.  Fear God and keep his commandments for this is the 
whole duty of humankind.  For God will bring everything into judgment, with every secret thing, 
whether good or evil. 
 
This verse summarizes the message of the book.  Everything else is vanity, and only by being 
sure to fear God and keep his commandments may one find meaning in all the events and 
activities of life. 
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