
Theme. Ecclesiastes’ theme is vanity, a word that the book repeats frequently in
final assessment of the various human striving that the book records. Translations
give the vanity theme different twists, sometimes as meaningless, other times as
nonsense, futility, or even vapor. All convey the sense of a chasing after the wind,
fruitlessness, waste. Every life fills itself with ambitions and activities that in
retrospect can look these ways, as having no value, utility, good, or sense. Why,
Ecclesiastes asks, do we even try? Why do we even bother? Ecclesiastes so
determinedly drives home its vanity point that the book takes on dark cast, as
despairing or more despairing than any other Bible book, which clearly is its goal.
Ecclesiastes wants the reader to despair of every worldly pursuit that the reader
might believe of value. Ecclesiastes is adamant: anything of the world, no matter
how rich, pleasurable, aesthetic, or sensual, has no ultimate value.

Author. Tradition, both Jewish and Christian, credits Solomon with writing
Ecclesiastes, for which the book itself has internal evidence. The teacher calls
himself the son of David and king in Jerusalem, who would have been Solomon.
We also know from 1 Kings of Solomon’s renowned wisdom. Ecclesiastes attributes
its words to the teacher or preacher, a reference to the book’s title, which means to
call out an assembly. Some translations use the name Ecclesiastes as the translation
for teacher wherever it appears within the book. English draws its words
ecclesiastical and church from the same root. Solomon may thus have intended the
book to be his capstone address, reflecting over the extraordinary achievements of
his unprecedented life. Solomon would have written Ecclesiastes sometime before
his 931 B.C. death, probably later in his life when his hundreds of wives, vast
wealth, and kingdom strife may well have wearied him.

Context. Ecclesiastes indeed has that historical context of Israel having reached
its political, military, and wealth peak, where it yet found things not so different at
that peak as from the valleys. Solomon’s reign began in glory with the building of
the temple, God’s filling the temple, and Solomon building an even more-extensive
palace, his coffers filled with the gold of nations. At that peak, though, Solomon
married his many foreign wives who turned his heart to foreign idols. He also allied
Israel with foreign powers. Relying no longer on God but on the strategies and
diplomacies of humankind, Solomon’s rule quickly fell from grace, so utterly as to
divide the kingdom and plant its seeds of destruction in exile. Vanity indeed.
Solomon would have had the personal perspective to write from firsthand
experience of the desultory effects of chasing after the wind. Ecclesiastes has the
canonical context of following the three main wisdom books Job, Psalms, and
Proverbs, not as an afterthought but as a warning. Accept and embrace Ecclesiastes’
warning.



Structure. Ecclesiastes brief introduction, comprising its first eleven verses,
firmly establishes what the book’s remainder then proves: all human pursuits
independent of God are meaningless. The balance of Ecclesiastes’ first eleven
chapters, the book devotes to proof in clear order. First, chasing after knowledge is
meaningless, then pursuing pleasure is equally vain, then tireless work, then
reputation and relationship, and finally wealth, all pointless vapor. Ecclesiastes uses
the end of its eleventh chapter and its concluding chapter twelve not to further
prove its desultory point but to draw conclusions from it. Ecclesiastes 12:1 finally
makes that turn, beginning, “So, remember your Creator in the days of your youth,”
repeating at 12:6-7, “Remember your Creator before … the dust goes back into the
ground—just as it was before, and the spirit goes back to God who gave it.”
Ecclesiastes 12:12 reiterates, “This is the conclusion of the matter. Everything has
been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments. For mankind, this is
everything.” Walking with God is the sole meaningful human pursuit, better
assumed early than late. Read Ecclesiastes first for its proof but then for its final
lesson.

Key Events. Ecclesiastes’ key events are the teacher’s efforts at pursuing
meaning, searching for a solution to his vanity problem. Aiding the teacher in that
effort is the teacher’s great power, position, and wealth. As the prior paragraph on
the book’s structure indicates, the teacher first pursues knowledge, then pleasure,
then great projects, position, and wealth. For the bulk of Ecclesiastes, the book’s
only evident actions are the teacher’s own striving. Key events, then, become his
repeated frustrated, discouraged, even sullen responses to his efforts. As
Ecclesiastes 9:2 summarizes, “Everything turns out the same for everyone.” Yet
Ecclesiastes does offer another key event, drawn out through the brief course of its
chapter twelve, which is the teacher’s turn from proving his point to drawing his
great lesson from it. God’s fear, which the reader should take to meant reverent
obedience to him, is our one beneficial purpose. Reaching that conclusion is indeed
one’s key event, even if it takes a lifetime of other pursuits to learn it.

Key Locations. Ecclesiastes is not a book of specific geographic location, of
which it mentions none. Presumably, Solomon wrote and collected most of his
insights in and around Jerusalem, even in his palace, of which Ecclesiastes makes
no mention. Instead, Ecclesiastes repeats twenty-seven to twenty-nine times
(depending on translations) a key phrase under the sun, highlighting its one
significant location. Interpreters draw different conclusions, but the Hebrew idiom
can mean in the material, physical world, rather than in the spiritual world or
heaven. Under the sun reflects human pursuit without spiritual dimension, earth
bound and separated from God. In its repeated references to what happens under the



sun, Ecclesiastes thus assesses a materialistic, naturalistic worldview, without God.
When Ecclesiastes 1:9 asserts that nothing is new under the sun, the verse likely
means that any human invention, of which we certainly see many, has no future and
is instead lost without God. The earth, and human nature within it, will not change
without the participation of God. God alone redeems, and Ecclesiastes makes its
one significant location a way of confirming it.

Revelation of Christ. The prior paragraph shows that the naturalistic worldview
of the frustrated teacher in Ecclesiastes serves like a photographic negative of the
world without Christ. In that sense, Ecclesiastes is all about Christ, revealing Christ
in the world by assessing the world without Christ. Life is not meaningless, not
hopeless and futile, in the embrace of Christ, only without Christ, as Ecclesiastes
portrays life under the sun. Yet Christ does appear in Ecclesiastes, which
twenty-five times refers to wisdom, that which we have already seen is Christ.
Indeed, some have read Ecclesiastes 9:14-15 to be a reference to Christ, when
relating the story of a poor man who by his wisdom saved a city from a great siege
against it. Christ, the wise poor man, saves against both the siege of death and
judgment of God. He also elevates life from its naturalistic dust-to-dust cycle into
an eternal divine relationship in paradise. Find Christ in Ecclesiastes. He’s there.

Application. Ecclesiastes 3 is one of the Bible’s best-known passages, reminding
us that a time exists for everything. Striving without God produces disharmony,
imbalance. Too much of anything, even things that are good in appropriate measure,
can do much harm, whether too much work or too much pleasure. Ecclesiastes
teaches balance, to discern God’s time for each thing, even things that appear
opposites. Ecclesiastes 4:9 also teaches that two are better than one, and three even
better. We ought not live in isolation but instead join with others to pursue God
together. Ecclesiastes ends with its best application, which is to stand always in awe
of God. In all circumstances, have the disposition to obey God. Ecclesiastes teaches
that direct pursuit of the good life does not produce that goal. Some things we can
only achieve by pursuing other things. Pursue God, and he will give you the good
life that you desire.

Memory Verses. 1:1: “Meaningless! Meaningless!” says the Teacher. “Utterly
meaningless! Everything is meaningless.” 2:17: So I hated life, because the work
that is done under the sun was grievous to me. All of it is meaningless, a chasing
after the wind. 2:24: A person can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find
satisfaction in their own toil. 3:1: For everything there is an appointed time. There
is an appropriate time for every activity under heaven…. 5:1: Guard your steps
when you go to the house of God. Go near to listen rather than to offer the sacrifice
of fools, who do not know that they do wrong. 6:12: For who knows what is good



for a person in life, during the few and meaningless days they pass through like a
shadow? 7:20: There is surely not a righteous man on earth who does good and
does not sin. 7:29: “God created mankind upright, but they have gone in search of
many schemes.” 12:6-7: Remember him—before the silver cord is severed, and the
golden bowl is broken; before the pitcher is shattered at the spring, and the wheel
broken at the well, and the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit
returns to God who gave it. 12:11: Of making many books there is no end, and
much study wearies the body. 12:13: Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion
of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the duty of all
mankind.


