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Lessons on Ecclesiastes – The Wisdom of Dis-illusion 

Prepared for Las Placitas Presbyterian Church by Ken Cuthbertson, June 2020 

Lesson #1 – “The Gatherer” 

Like JOB, Ecclesiastes is a book that may cause us to scratch our heads and wonder “Why?” it is in the 
Bible.  (That seems to be almost a requirement for Wisdom literature.)  Also like JOB, Ecclesiastes 
shouldn’t be read with our “pious” spectacles on.  It is another book that is meant to challenge and 
rattle us a bit. 

I have had a sort of love-hate relationship with Ecclesiastes since I first remember reading it as a 
teenager.  It speaks too honestly at times.  Nonetheless, I turn repeatedly to certain passages for 
funerals (3:1-8) and weddings (4:9-12).  The book has a somewhat undeserved reputation for promoting 
hedonism – “eat, drink, and be merry!” – when in fact it takes a rather subtler view of things.  It also 
contains perhaps the most poignant reflection on aging anywhere in the Bible (12:1-7).  

I have often said that Ecclesiastes is a terrible book to read when you are depressed; but, when you 
really look at it, it is sort of the most Buddhist text in the Judeo-Christian scriptures.  (An early tradition 
indicates that Buddhist missionaries may already have been active in Persia when it was written.)  Hence 
“The Wisdom of Dis-illusion” is the title I have chosen for this study… not in the negative sense but in 
the positive sense.  Ecclesiastes invites us to “wake up and smell the coffee” as it were. 

The last preliminary observation I would offer is that Ecclesiastes offers a “philosophy of life” rather than 
a guide for discipleship.  It is a book of wisdom for prudently living a rather “reverently agnostic” life, not 
a book of God’s call to lives of “becoming fishers of people” or of “taking up the cross” to follow Jesus.  
(For that, the Sermon on the Mount lessons from Lent are still posted on the LPPC website.) 

And so, let us begin…. 

Background: 

 “The words of Qoheleth, the son of David, king in Jerusalem.” (Eccl. 1:1) 
 



Who?  The name Qoheleth (“Co-hel-leth” or “Co-he-let” or…?) only appears in Ecclesiastes.  Its root, QHL 
(qahal) means “to assemble people together” or refers to an “assembly”.   Various translations render 
the name as “The Preacher [to the Assembly]” or “The Teacher [of the Assembly]” or “The Speaker [to 
the Assembly”.  A more literal translation might be “The Gatherer [of the Assembly]” 
 
This “Gatherer” fellow is further identified as “the son of David” and “King in Jerusalem”.  Without 
taking it literally, that would seem to refer to David’s son, Solomon, the sort of “patron saint” of Wisdom 
literature in ancient Judaism… even if something was clearly written much later that Solomon’s time. 
 
And, it seems clear that Ecclesiastes was written much later.  The introduction to Ecclesiastes in The New 
Oxford Annotated Bible (NOAB, 4th Edition, p. 935) notes that the presence of a couple of Persian words 
and other Persian idioms, plus Aramaic loan words and forms, strongly suggests that it was written 
sometime after the Persian takeover of Babylon (450 BCE) and before the takeover of Persia by the 
Greeks (330 BCE). 
 
Looking to that window, there is one possible “son of David” – Besides Solomon – who might be being 
alluded to, though I doubt that he himself wrote it.   His name is Zerubbabel (“Prince of Babylon”), a 
grandson of King Jeconiah of Judah who was carried off to Babylon in 597 BCE, and later lived in 
honorable exile there. 
 
Zerubbabel primarily shows up in the biblical books of Ezra, Haggai, and Zechariah.  He was the Davidic 
prince chosen by the Persians to accompany the High Priest Joshua and other exiles back to Jerusalem, 
where they led the returned community in rebuilding the altar, and then oversaw the building of the 
Second Temple, to replace the one destroyed by the Babylonians.  Whatever his role, it is clear from the 
book of the prophet Zechariah that Zerubbabel was being pitched as the restored King of Judah… but 
something happened.  Any mention of Zerubbabel disappears, and parts of Zechariah appear to have 
been (rather badly) re-written to write him out.  (Some speculate that he was the original “Suffering 
Servant” referred to in Isaiah 40ff.) 
 
What connection might he have to Qoheleth?  Besides being the best known Davidic prince from the era 
in which Ecclesiastes was apparently written, he is the only one who might be described as “king” (in the 
eyes of some) in Jerusalem.  And, then… in the Apocrypha, in the book of 1 Esdras (a Greek version, with 
parts not found in Ezra) there is the story of young Zerubbabel winning a wisdom contest – featuring 
discussion of both wine and women – at the court of the Persian King Darius I, who as a reward sent 
Zerubbabel back to Judea to rebuild the Temple.  Whether he actually was or not… Zerubbabel is thus 
associated with Wisdom, as well as being a “king” in Jerusalem, and a temple-builder like Solomon.  
There’s no way to really know, however. 
 
The other “Solomon-like” thing about Qoheleth is the way in which “The Gatherer” seems to parallel 
Solomon’s virtues and vices… wisdom and learning, great riches, wine, etc.  (See 1 Kings, chapters 3-11, 
etc.)  Qoheleth seems to be modeled on the template of a disillusioned old Solomon. 
 
The Prologue: 
 
 Eccl. 1:2 Vanity of vanities, says Qoheleth, vanity of vanities! All is vanity.  
 
 3 What do people gain from all the toil at which they toil under the sun? 4 A generation goes, 
 and a generation comes, but the earth remains forever. 5 The sun rises and the sun goes down, 



 and hurries to the place where it rises. 6 The wind blows to the south, and goes around to the 
 north; round and round goes the wind, and on its circuits the wind returns. 7 All streams run to 
 the sea, but the sea is not full; to the place where the streams flow, there they continue to flow.  
 
 8 All things are wearisome; more than one can express; the eye is not satisfied with seeing, or 
 the ear filled with hearing. 9 What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will 
 be done; there is nothing new under the sun. 10 Is there a thing of which it is said, "See, this is 
 new"? It has already been, in the ages before us. 11 The people of long ago are not remembered, 
 nor will there be any remembrance of people yet to come by those who come after them.  
 
Verse 2 notes: The traditional translation, going back to St. Jerome in the 4th century CE, of the Hebrew 
word hebel as “vanity” is misleading.   It literally means “vapor” or “breath” rather like a mist or a wisp 
of smoke.  (NOAB, 4th Edition, p. 937)  Various commentators suggest that “fleeting” (like a breath) is a 
good translation here.  The repetition – “vanity of vanities” is the Hebrew way of doing a superlative, 
and so it basically means “utterly fleeting….”  A good reading of the verse is thus: 
 
 “’Utterly fleeting,’ says Qoheleth, ‘everything is utterly fleeting.’” 
 
Verses 3-7 notes:  These verses build on verse 2.  Whatever people do, lifetimes are fleeting.  Days are 
fleeting.  (Think of the song “Sunrise, Sunset…” from FIDDLER ON THE ROOF.)  The wind is fleeting… and 
constantly shifting.  “Old Man River” just keeps flowing along.  Everything is utterly fleeting. 
 
The Hebrew word for “gain” in vs. 3 carries the sense of “extra” or “surplus”.  “Toil” carries the sense of 
burdensome labor.  The sense is: “Is there really any benefit to working hard, trying to get ahead?” 
 
In vs. 5, “hurries” is not as vivid as the words “stomps” and “pants” that the Hebrew word implies. 
 
Verses 8-11 notes:  The cycles of human existence are fleeting and wearisome.  “All things are full of 
labor…” is the KJV translation of verse 8.  People themselves are fleeting memories, at best, to those 
who come after. 
 
As “modern” folk, we may want to take issue with the “nothing new under the sun” notion.  What about 
science, technology, and so on?  Our lives are so technologically different that they were fifty or sixty 
years ago (in most of our lifetimes), or even 40 years ago… when we began to see the first desktop 
personal computers.  And, what about our discoveries in the universe via space telescopes, or unlocking 
the mysteries of the genome, or, or, or….  But, is that “new” in a meaningful “existential” sense?  (Or, 
are we back to Tevya singing “Sunrise, sunset…”?) 
 
Qoheleth’s Research Projects: 
 
 1:12 I, Qoheleth, when king over Israel in Jerusalem, 13 applied my mind to seek and to search 
 out by wisdom all that is done under heaven; it is an unhappy business that God has given to 
 human beings to be busy with. 14 I saw all the deeds that are done under the sun; and see, all is 
 fleeting and a chasing after wind. 15 What is crooked cannot be made straight, and what is 
 lacking cannot be counted.  
 



Notes on 1:12-15 – Dr. Choon-Leong Seow, the author of the Anchor Bible commentary on Ecclesiastes, 
carefully says that Qoheleth “takes on the persona of Solomon” in the book.  He also notes that the style 
of the passage resembles royal inscriptions found in the ancient near east.  
 
The KJV refers to the “sore travail” God has given.  Dr. Seow’s suggested alternative translation for “an 
unhappy business” is “a terrible preoccupation” that God has given humans to keep them busy.  
Wisdom-guided inquiry into all that goes on “under heaven” is that preoccupation.  Dr. Seow notes that 
it is “human anxiety over all that’s happening in the world.” (NOAB, p. 939) 
 
Verse 14 is cited as the inspiration for the old KANSAS rock song, “Dust in the Wind” – which I listen to 
every year on Ash Wednesday.  The lyrics of “Dust in the Wind” all pick up on themes and words from 
Ecclesiastes. 
 
Verse 15’s use of “crooked” and “straight” sounds a bit like familiar translations of Is. 40:4 and 45:2, but 
different Hebrew words are used. 
 
 1:16 I said to myself, "I have acquired great wisdom, surpassing all who were over Jerusalem 
 before me; and my mind has had great experience of wisdom and knowledge." 17 And I applied 
 my mind to know wisdom and to know madness and folly. I perceived that this also is but a 
 chasing after wind. 18 For in much wisdom is much vexation, and those who increase knowledge 
 increase sorrow. 
 
Notes on 1:16-18 – “Knowing too much is not a blessing!” is the basic observation here… nor is it really 
possible.  Just like human knowledge, human wisdom is limited and fleeting. 
 
The vexation and sorrow of knowing and understanding too much of what is going on in the world 
seems to closely fit the mood of current days (June 2020). 
 
 2:1 I said to myself, "Come now, I will make a test of pleasure; enjoy yourself." But again, this 
 also was vanity. 2 I said of laughter, "It is mad," and of pleasure, "What use is it?" 3 I searched 
 with my mind how to cheer my body with wine—my mind still guiding me with wisdom—and 
 how to lay hold on folly, until I might see what was good for mortals to do under heaven during 
 the few days of their life.  
 
Notes on 2:1-3 – In terms of later Greek and Roman philosophy, it is almost like Qoheleth turns from 
resigned Stoicism (1:12-18) to Epicurean hedonism at 2:1-3.  There are echoes throughout the “pleasure 
and acquisition” section (2:1-11) of the fabulous stories of Solomon in I Kings and Chronicles. 
 
“Pleasure” is actually a somewhat misleading translation in 2:1-2.  Two different words are involved.  In 
the first case, “goodness” would be the better translation, and in verse 2 “gladness” is preferable.  (KJV 
has “mirth” in vs. 2.) 
 
“Mind” is also somewhat misleading in verse 3.  The word leb means heart, but the “knowing heart” of 
understanding. 
 
Qoheleth tries out both wisdom and folly in the quest for understanding.  Both, by the way, are 
personified as women in Proverbs, both competing for the attention of the men.  That is implied here, 



but not directly stated.  (The Hebrew words are feminine forms.)  One suggested alternative for “folly” is 
“silliness”. 
 
Verse 3 is clearer when the interjection is skipped over: 
 
 I searched with my knowing heart how to cheer my body with wine… and how to lay hold on 
 silliness…. 
 
Apparently not find his answer there, Qoheleth  turns to materialism and consumerism: 
 
 2:4 I made great works; I built houses and planted vineyards for myself; 5 I made myself gardens 
 and parks, and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees. 6 I made myself pools from which to 
 water the forest of growing trees.  
 
 7 I bought male and female slaves, and had slaves who were born in my house; I also had great 
 possessions of herds and flocks, more than any who had been before me in Jerusalem. 8 I also 
 gathered for myself silver and gold and the treasure of kings and of the provinces; I got singers, 
 both men and women, and delights of the flesh, and many concubines.  
 
 9 So I became great and surpassed all who were before me in Jerusalem; also my wisdom 
 remained with me. 10 Whatever my eyes desired I did not keep from them; I kept my heart from 
 no pleasure, for my heart found pleasure in all my toil, and this was my reward for all my 
 toil. 11 Then I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had spent in doing it, and 
 again, all was vanity and a chasing after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the 
 sun.  
 
Notes on 2:4-11 – What is said is pretty clear… the ancient version of “Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous” 
proved ultimately unfulfilling and empty.  The “Prosperity Gospel” is fake good news. 
 
 2:12 So I turned to consider wisdom and madness and folly; for what can the one do who comes 
 after the king? Only what has already been done. 13 Then I saw that wisdom excels folly as light 
 excels darkness. 14 The wise have eyes in their head, but fools walk in darkness. Yet I perceived 
 that the same fate befalls all of them.  
 
 15 Then I said to myself, "What happens to the fool will happen to me also; why then have I 
 been so very wise?" And I said to myself that this also is fleeting. 16 For there is no enduring 
 remembrance of the wise or of fools, seeing that in the days to come all will have been long 
 forgotten. How can the wise die just like fools?  
 
 17 So I hated life, because what is done under the sun was grievous to me; for all is fleeting and 
 a chasing after wind.  
 
Notes on 2:12-17 – The inclusion of “madness” with wisdom and folly, both in verse 12 here, and back at 
1:17 is notable.  The word hohelah (which sounds rather like Qoheleth) is related to the same word 
(halal) for praise and ecstatic glorification.  In the more negative sense, there is a notion of derangement 
and delusion. 
 



Verse 12 is rather confusing.  What does the first part have to do with the second part?  The gist of some 
of the more substantive commentators (see https://biblehub.com/commentaries/ecclesiastes/2-
12.htm) suggests the beginning of a sort of summing up…  “So [since] I turned to consider wisdom and 
madness and folly, what can anyone else who comes after me [Qoheleth, the king] have left to do?” 
 
Qoheleth’s further conclusion is, “Yes, wisdom has an advantage over folly, but we’re all going to die and 
be forgotten.  So… what?” 
 
Enter, next, the heirs who divvy up the estate… wise or foolish, possibly lazy, or ungrateful, or…. 
 
 2:18 I [also] hated all my toil in which I had toiled under the sun, seeing that I must leave it to 
 those who come after me 19 —and who knows whether they will be wise or foolish? Yet they 
 will be master of all for which I toiled and used my wisdom under the sun. This also is fleeting.  
 
 20 So I turned and gave my heart up to despair concerning all the toil of my labors under the 
 sun, 21 because sometimes one who has toiled with wisdom and knowledge and skill must leave 
 all to be enjoyed by another who did not toil for it. This also is fleeting and a great evil. 
 
Notes on 2:18-21 – These verses are a sort of addenda to the “materialism and consumerism” section.  
They also touch on a very touchy topic. 
The very notion of a Will directing the distribution of possessions and assets can sometimes (hopefully) 
be a way of making fair distribution, and of showing gratitude love and support.  But Wills can also be 
ways of trying to continue to maintain control over both people and things from the grave. 
 
I (KLC) will admit there are things I deeply care about seeing preserved and passed along… certain family 
heirlooms, the genealogical records I have poured so much time and energy into over the years, my 
small collection of British royal memorabilia, and so on….  But, I also know that it may not happen, or 
not all of it. 
 
In verses 20-21, Qoheleth admits that the inheritance issue is pretty depressing.  The word “evil” at the 
end is, however, somewhat strong, I think.  Hebrew “ra” can also be rendered as “bad” and probably 
makes more sense here.  Perhaps, the contemporary expression “really sad” might work best… imagine 
the depressed materialist saying: 
 
 “This also is fleeting, and badly sad!” 
 
Qoheleth then reflects, and comes to an initial conclusion: 
 
 2:22 [So,] What do mortals get from all the toil and strain with which they toil under the 
 sun? 23 For all their days are full of pain, and their work is a vexation; even at night their minds 
 do not rest. This also is fleeting.  
 
 24 There is [then,] nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in their 
 toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God; 25 for apart from God who can eat or who can 
 have enjoyment? 26 For to the one who pleases God, God gives wisdom and knowledge and joy; 
 but to the sinner God gives the work of gathering and heaping, only to give to one who pleases 
 God. This also is fleeting and a chasing after wind. 
 

https://biblehub.com/commentaries/ecclesiastes/2-12.htm
https://biblehub.com/commentaries/ecclesiastes/2-12.htm


Notes on 2:22-26 – The key realization of Qoheleth, that comes up again as the book continues, is 
summed up in the old saying that “enough is as good as a feast.”   Enjoy the good things you have to eat 
and drink.  Enjoy your work as you can.  These are God’s gifts here and now.  Those who please God are 
given the wisdom to know and enjoy contentment here and now.  Those who chase “stuff” are just 
chasing the wind in the end. 
 
 


