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Lesson 1: Introduction to Ecclesiastes


God does not exist and . . . we have to face all the consequences of this. It is very distressing that God does not exist, because all possibility of finding values in a heaven of ideas disappears with him. . . .  [I]f God does not exist, we find no values or commands to turn to which legitimize our conduct.

- Atheistic Philosopher Jean Paul Sartre
These quotes express the emptiness and meaningless life without God.  At least Sartre is honest enough to admit the meaninglessness of atheism.  Serious atheists and agnostics are often driven to despair, because life without God truly is meaningless, empty, and futile.
Ecclesiastes is a book that talks about life with and without God.  The author tried all kinds of things to amuse, entertain, and improve himself, and finally came to the conclusion that God is the only One who gives any meaning to life.

Ecclesiastes is one of must puzzling books in the Old Testament. It is the only book in the Bible that reflects a human, rather than a divine, point of view. It is often quoted by cultists who use it to support their unorthodox views. Nevertheless, one should not overlook this part of the Bible. The author struggled with many of the same problems that modern people do, and we can learn much from the wisdom contained in the book. Its message appears to be especially directed to young people.  Thus, it is worthy of our careful study.

[Have students do the below work.  Split into work groups and assign a major part to each group.  Make books available: study Bibles, Bible handbooks, Bible dictionaries, introductions, surveys, etc.  Each group works on its part, then gives a presentation to the class.  Text in Italics is the info the students should find.  The results may not match exactly, but they should be close.]
GROUP 1

TITLE

1.
In the Hebrew Bible, the book is called “Qoheleth”

a.
Which means “the words of the preacher” - cf. 1:1

b.
The term suggests one who speaks to an assembly, an ecclesiastic or preacher

2.
The translators of the Septuagint version called it “Ekklesiastes” (derived from the word “ekklesia” -- assembly)

a. Which also means “preacher,” “debater,” or “arguer.”

b. The book is a sermon or a discourse.  It’s not a letter or a historical record.
AUTHORSHIP

1.
Jewish and early Christian tradition attribute the book to Solomon

2.
The author identifies himself only as “the son of David, king in Jerusalem” - 1:1

3.
Internal references certainly point to Solomon:

a.
His wisdom - 1:16; cf. 1 Ki 3:12

b.
His building activities - 2:4-6; cf. 1 Ki 7:1-12

c. His wealth - 2:7-9; cf. 2 Chr 9:13-28

4. There is some debate over the issue, but most conservative scholars take Solomon to be the author.

DATE

1.
Assuming that Solomon is indeed the author

2. That would place the date of the book around 945 BC

3. Towards the end of his life, he turned from God and worshipped idols (1 Kings 11).  He apparently repented and wrote this at the end of his life.

GROUP 2
MESSAGE/THEMES/PURPOSE/APPLICATION

1.
The key word “vanity.” 

(38 times in the book), which literally means "breath," but signifies futility, uselessness or nothingness.  The word seems to describe a frustrating enigma or puzzle.

2. The key phrase “under the sun.” 

(29 times in 27 verses), which suggests “from an earthly point of view” or based on appearance alone.

The book records man’s struggle to find meaning and purpose in life. It illustrates the vanity of life when looked at solely from an earthly perspective.  It summarizes human thought without reference to God.  Life without God is a monotony of heartache and pain.  Man-made philosophy will fail; God-given wisdom makes life joyful.

3.
The importance of serving God throughout life - cf. 11:9-12:1,

13-14
a. The meaning of life is not found in experiencing the things of this world

b. The meaning of life is found in serving the Creator of this world!

c. The book is an apologetic for living according to God’s standards.

4. General topics:

a. Cycles of nature

b. Wisdom
c. Wealth and Pleasure
d. Materialism
e. Life and death
GROUP 3
DIFFICULTIES (seeming contradictions with the rest of Scripture)
1.  folly is better than wisdom (2:15-16)

2.  uncertainty about heaven (3:21).

3.  pleasure is the greatest good (5:18)

4.  the wicked and the righteous go to the same place (6:6).

5.  one should be neither too righteous or too wise (7:16).

6.  the same thing happens to the wicked as to the righteous (9:2).
7.  there is no life after death (9:10).
Explanation:  the book is written from the perspective of one “under the sun.”
OUTLINE  

I.    
His Initial Reasons. 1:4-2:26

      
A.
Futility of Cycles 1:4-11

     
B.
Futility of Wisdom 1:12-18

C.
Futility of Wealth and Pleasure 2:1-11

D.
Futility of Materialism 2:12-23

E.
Conclusion 2:24-26

II.
His Deeper Observations. 3:1-10:20

A.
God’s Design for Life 3:1-22

B.
Futility of Life 4:1-5:20

C.
Futility of Riches 6:1-12

D.
Counsel for Living 7:1-10:20

III.
His Final Conclusions. 11:1-12:14

A.
Live by Faith 11:1-6

B.
Life is Short 11:7-12:7

C.
Obey God & Fear Him 12:8-14

Another Outline (from Expositor’s Bible Commentary)

    I. 
The Meaninglessness of Nature, Wisdom, and Wealth (1:1-2:23)

    II. 
The Divine Order of Life (2:24-3:22)

    III. 
The Frustration of Politics (4:1-16)

    IV. 
The Frustration of Life (5:1-7:29)

    V. 
Life in View of Death (8:1-9:18)

    VI. 
Proverbs (10:1-20)

    VII. 
Wisdom for the Future and the Present (11:1-10)

    VIII. The Frustration of Old Age (12:1-8)

    IX. 
Epilogue (12:9-14)

This course will follow this outline:

	Lesson #
	Passage
	Title

	1
	
	Introduction to Ecclesiastes

	2
	Chapter 1
	The Bleakness of Life "Under the Sun"

	3
	Chapter 2
	The Pleasures of Life Tested

	4
	Chapter 3
	Time and Toil

	5
	Chapter 4-5:7
	More Puzzling Matters

	6
	Chapter 5-6
	The Vanity of Wealth

	7
	Chapter 7
	Wisdom

	8
	Chapter 8
	Practical Advice and True Wisdom

	9
	Chapter 9:1-12
	The Inevitability of Death

	10
	Chapter 9:13-11:6
	Wisdom and Folly

	11
	Chapter 11:7-12:8
	The Present and the Future

	12
	Chapter 12:9-14
	The Conclusion of the Whole Matter


Lesson 2: Ecclesiastes Chapter 1

The Bleakness of Life 

"Under the Sun"

Life is as tedious as a twice-told tale 

Vexing the dull ear of a drowsy man.
King John by Will. Shakespeare, Act iii, Scene 4

     Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player 

     That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 

     And then is heard no more: it is a tale 

     Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 

     Signifying nothing. 

Macbeth by Will. Shakespeare, Act v, scene 5

Many people today share the same feelings as did Shakespeare’s characters.  They see life as meaningless, depressing, and futile, a great cosmic joke played by a cold, indifferent, impersonal world.  For those who don’t recognize God’s place in the universe, this is an accurate viewpoint—life really is futile without God.

	Friedrich Nietzche (1844-1900)

A writer you should know about is Friedrich Nietzche (pronounced "nee chee"), who was famous for penning the slogan "God is dead."  He understood that if there is no God, then there can be no meaning and no basis for values.  Values and truth are simply human opinions, one being no better or worse than any other.  This is the basis for relativism, pluralism, and secularism.  Nietzche's brand of philosophy is called "nihilism," (pronounced "nile-ism") because it means "nothingness."
  His books and philosophy are still popular and influential today.




How would your life be different if you believed that life really was meaningless and empty?  You'd probably do whatever you could to please and entertain yourself.  You'd "go for the gusto" because this life is as good as it gets.  You'd become a hedonist.  That's exactly where many people are today—living to please themselves, pursuing pleasure.

As we discovered in Lesson One, Solomon, the Preacher, is setting out his argument about life “under the son,” that is, from an earthly perspective, without reference to God.  His thesis statement is found in 1:2-3.  

Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity. What profit hath a man of all his labour which he taketh under the sun?  

In verses 12-14, Solomon restates his case: 

I the Preacher was king over Israel in Jerusalem.  And I gave my heart to seek and search out by wisdom concerning all things that are done under heaven: this sore travail [labor, struggle] hath God given to the sons of man to be exercised therewith. I have seen all the works that are done under the sun; and, behold, all is vanity and vexation of spirit.  

The rest of the book explains what he means as he discusses life with and without God.

In 1:4-18, Solomon complains about the meaninglessness of the life cycle.

· What examples does Solomon give of cycles in life (.4-7)?  Generations (.4), the sun (.5), the wind (.6), rivers (.7)
· What’s his point in stating these examples?  Although things change, they really stay the same.  Things go on as they always have—people leave no lasting impact on the world.  Even the most wise and noble of men don't really change things.  Thus, life is vain—it doesn’t matter what you do, things will go on as they always have.  A rather dismal, depressing point of view.

· What seems to be his complaint in verses 9-11?  The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun. 10  Is there any thing whereof it may be said, See, this is new? it hath been already of old time, which was before us. 11  There is no remembrance of former things; neither shall there be any remembrance of things that are to come with those that shall come after.

Man vanishes while nature endures.  Men can labor and scheme and work, but they don't really change things.  So what's the use?  Why strive?  Man gets nothing for all his trouble.  All man's labor can't produce anything new or lasting or memorable.

· In verses 16, Solomon explains that he had great wealth and wisdom.  What was the result of his examination of wisdom, madness, and folly (see vs. 18)?  He concluded that  “in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.” I.e., why strive after wisdom if it only comes to grief?

· Why is this a surprising conclusion?  Because we are always exhorted to seek wisdom, that wisdom is good, that it comes from God, etc.  So to find out that wisdom is the source of grief and sorrow is surprising.

A Summary of Solomon’s Complaints:

1. There is nothing new under the sun.  All things go on the way they always have.

2. All labor and struggle in the world is useless.   All efforts to change things are vain.

3. Even wisdom results in sorrow.  It’s not profitable to pursue wisdom.

Such statements make Ecclesiastes a very puzzling book.  If such sentiments were true, the world would truly be a depressing place. Aren’t they contrary to the overall teaching of the Bible? How are we to understand Solomon here? Remember the overall context of these statements—they describe life “under the sun,” that is, from a worldly point of view, without reference to God.  Without God, Solomon’s statement are true, which is truly a depressing thought. 
Exciting Wisdom from Ecclesiastes 1:

1. Life without God truly is meaningless and depressing.  Without God, there is no real meaning or purpose in life.  
2. God is the One who brings meaning to labor and trials.  God is with us in our problems.  He uses them to teach us and to help us develop spiritually.  There is a reason/purpose for every event because God is sovereignly controlling all things.
3. Genuine wisdom is Godly wisdom.  An intellect not submitted to God can only produce “sorrow and vexation of spirit.”

4. The problems of this world cannot be explained or solved on a purely human level.  Man does not have the answers to the questions.  Only God can make sense of life.

Conclusion:  The first chapter of Ecclesiastes does seem to reflect a depressing point of view.  From the perspective of one "under the sun," life certainly is vain, empty, and unsatisfying.  Fortunately, we are not alone in the universe.  God gives meaning to life.

For Further Discussion:

1. How does belief in God bring meaning and purpose to life?  If God is sovereign, then He is directly involved in the world and in our lives.  He is with us and cares for us.  We are not alone.  Events occur for a reason.  The Word gives us truth and guides our thinking and behavior.  What we do makes an eternal difference.  Life is not just our years on earth.
2. How does lack of belief in God affect one’s idea of a meaningful life?  Ultimately, there can be no meaning to life if there is no God.  Either one becomes his own god, makes substitute gods, or falls into depression or anarchy or nihilism or hedonism, etc.
3. Give some examples of times that God broke into the regular pattern of things.  Joshua’s long day, opening of the Red Sea and Jordan River, rain and drought, calmed wind and waves, people raised from the dead, people died supernaturally, iron floated, etc.
4. Is God active only in the miraculous?  No, He's always actively involved in the universe and in our lives.  It's often difficult to distinguish God's activity in our lives from things that "normally" happen.  But if God is sovereign, then He is active.
5. What evidence is there in our society of its rejection of God, and thus, of meaning?  It’s all over the place—modern art, literature, music (John Cage), TV.   Some call our culture “post-modern.”  From the mid 1800’s thru the 1960’s, people had great confidence in science and the human mind.  Prior to that time, people for the most part (in the West) believed in God and His Word.  Now we are in an era when people don’t believe in anything—not God, not reason, not science—nothing.  People have rejected the whole idea of truth.  All is at sea, everything is up for grabs, there can be no truth or error, right or wrong, fact or fiction. No one can tell anyone they are wrong because the truth is as you see it. No one can tell anyone else what to do or how to live because there is no ultimate standard.  Such an underlying philosophy explains why our culture behaves in the way it does.

Lesson 3: Ecclesiastes Chapter 2

The Pleasures of Life Tested

We'll take the most from living, have pleasure while we can  (2-3-4)

Sha-la-la-la-la-la, live for today

Sha-la-la-la-la-la, live for today

And don't worry 'bout tomorrow, hey, hey, hey

Sha-la-la-la-la-la, live for today

Live for today

"Let's Live for Today" by The Grass Roots
Although these lyrics are from an "oldies" tune, they accurately express ideas that are still very popular—live for today, pursue pleasure, don't worry about the future.  

How does this view compare with biblical truth?  It opposes it.   

What do we call a lifestyle committed to the pursuit of pleasure?  Hedonism
Why is pleasure and self-satisfaction so important to post-modern people?  If one does not have a theocentric point of view, the most important thing in life is pleasing yourself.  Since most people are not theocentric in their thinking, hedonism becomes their philosophy of life.
After setting forth the truth that a life without God is truly meaningless and empty, Solomon goes on to discuss how he tested that hypothesis.  

MATERIALISM AND PLEASURE

Read Ecclesiastes 2:2-10.  List the things that Solomon tried.

Mirth/laughter (comedy, amusement, entertainment)

Wine

Wisdom

Folly

Great works—houses, gardens, orchards, pools, trees

Servants

Cattle 

Possessions/material wealth/silver and gold, treasures

Music

Anything he desired
[Read 1 Kings 4:20.  (The people of Judah and Israel were as numerous as the sand on the seashore; they ate, they drank and they were happy.)  Sounds like quite a party was going on during Solomon's reign.]

How is Solomon's experience typical of people today?  They are looking for pleasure, fun, excitement, enjoyment.   Many people think that material goods will satisfy them.  Also, they try many different things to give them pleasure.  Material goods and pleasure are high on the list of priorities for most people.  Saying: "He who dies with the most toys wins."

Did any of the things Solomon tried bring him true satisfaction?   No    

What was his conclusion about all the things he had accumulated (vs. 11)?  All was vanity--empty and meaningless. 
What does this suggest about materialism and hedonism?  They bring no lasting joy and satisfaction.  This is a very important lesson to learn.  Sometimes we long to be rich and live in luxury, but those things in themselves are worthless and empty.

Name several things that promise pleasure but lead to enslavement.  Alcohol, drugs, illegitimate sex, gambling.

What does the Bible say about materialism?

Proverbs 23:4  Labour not to be rich.  Being rich should not be a goal.
Proverbs 28:22  He that [hurries] to be rich hath an evil eye, and considereth not that poverty shall come upon him.  Lust for money leads to poverty.
Luke 12:15  And [Jesus] said unto them, "Take heed, and beware of covetousness: for a man's life consisteth not in the abundance of the things which he possesseth."  Life is more than material possessions.
1 Timothy 6:8-10  And having food and raiment let us be therewith content. But they that [desire to] be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition.  For the love of money is the root of all [kinds of] evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.  Be content with the basics.  Don't love money.
What principles ought to govern our attitude toward material goods?  1. All good things come from God; 2. We are stewards, not owners; 3. We should use our resources to benefit others; 4. It's wrong to love money and to hoard material wealth.
WISDOM AND FOLLY

Trace Solomon's train of thought regarding wisdom and folly (vss. 12-16).

He started out stating that "wisdom excelleth folly." .13

But he found that the same thing happens to both the wise man and the fool— "one event happeneth to them all."  .14

He concluded, "this also is vanity" because no one remembers the wise man, and both the wise man and the fool die.  .15-16

Is his conclusion valid?  From a human perspective it is.  

Can you think of any examples in which it doesn't seem to make sense to be a wise person?  When the wicked prosper and the godly/wise don't.  See Psalm 73:2-3, 16-20.

Verse 17 says that Solomon hated his life.  Why?  (.18-23)

He had to leave the fruits of his labors to someone else, who may be wise or may be a fool.  A man labors and loses sleep over his efforts for no purpose.
How does Solomon conclude this chapter?  (.24-26)

Man should enjoy himself in his labor, because it is a gift from God.  West. Confession—the ultimate goal in life is to honor God and enjoy Him forever.  You might call this Christian hedonism—enjoying life before God.  C.f. 1 Tim 6:17.

God is the source of wisdom, knowledge and joy.  God gives meaning to labor.

Excellent Tutoring from Ecclesiastes Two:
1. Material wealth does not bring lasting joy, peace, or satisfaction.  Don't base your happiness on the accumulation of goods.

2. Even wisdom not dedicated to the glory of God results in dissatisfaction and despair.

3. One should enjoy his life.   God gives the believer plenty of reasons to enjoy himself.  Life should be filled with joy and thanksgiving.

4. All things come from God, including labor, wisdom, knowledge and joy.

5. God is the One who gives any meaning and purpose to life.

Conclusion:  Solomon had great wealth, and he used it to entertain himself and please his every whim.  But he found that neither wealth nor fun was rewarding or satisfying.  He concludes this section by stating that one must trust in God for true satisfaction.

For Further Discussion:

1. Is it wrong for a person to have great wealth?  Should a rich person give away most of his money?  There is nothing wrong with being rich, as long as one does not love and/or serve his money/possessions.  God often uses rich people to do great things in His service.  Wealth doesn't bring joy; God does.   Wealth or lack thereof does not say anything about one's relationship with God.  How one uses his wealth does.  However, Jesus did say that it was difficult for a rich person to get saved.  Riches often prevent people from seeing their need of salvation.
2. How can you prevent yourself from becoming materialistic?  1. Make giving a habit—become generous; 2.  Don't value things;  3.  Don't make being rich an objective/goal in your life;  4.  Find satisfaction in other places—God and family. 
3. What evidence is there that suggests that people are materialistic and hedonistic?  1.  The popularity and success of the entertainment industry (TV, amusement parks, theaters, video games—so many things that amuse or entertain);  2. The desire for people to own status symbols (Rolex, BMW, Tiffany, Designer names); 3.  Lack of satisfaction—everything must be bigger and better;  4.  The increasing popularity of gambling and other get-rich-quick schemes.
Lesson 4: Ecclesiastes Chapter 3

Time and Toil

Question 1: What is the chief and highest end of man?

Answer: Man's chief and highest end is to glorify God, and fully to enjoy him forever.

The Westminster Catechism
After showing that true enjoyment comes by acknowledging God's place in one's life, Solomon goes on in chapter three to show how God is administrating all aspects of life.  God has set a time for all the affairs of life.  All events (3:1-8), labor (3:9-15), judgment (3:16-17) and death (3:18-21) are ordained and ordered by the providence of God.  Since this is the case, the best thing for man to do is to enjoy his life.

TIME (3:1-8)

The author employs fourteen sets of opposites in a poetic structure designed to illustrate God's control of all events.  Note them below.

1. A time to be born, and a time to die;  

2. a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted;

3. A time to kill, and a time to heal;  

4. a time to break down, and a time to build up;  

5. A time to weep, and a time to laugh  

6. a time to mourn, and a time to dance;

7. A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together;   

8. a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;

9. A time to get, and a time to lose;  

10. a time to keep, and a time to cast away;

11. A time to rend, and a time to sew  

12. a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;

13. A time to love, and a time to hate;  

14. a time of war, and a time of peace.
Solomon's point seems to be that events are not random, chance occurrences, but divinely ordered appointments.  He presents life as orderly and meaningful, not chaotic or haphazard.

Some of these subjects seem out of place.   

Why would there ever be a time to kill?  Capital punishment and war

When would be a time to break down?  renovation

When would be a time to hate?  OK to hate sin and ungodliness

Is God in control of all events, or just some events?  Read Eph 1:11.   All.

Why is God's sovereignty a comforting idea?  Because we know that God is working out his plan in our lives.  He cares and is active.

Why is God's sovereignty sometimes hard to deal with?  Because it seems like things are often chaotic and random, meaningless, senseless and even mean.  E.g., hurricane Mitch's destruction of Central America.

LABOR (3:9-15)

Verse 9 returns to the question of chapter one: What profit does the worker gain from his labor?  The answer seems to be that since God is in charge of all things, man is not in control and cannot change God's plan.

What is the burden ("travail" KJV) that Solomon saw?

1. God's administration of all things is beautiful.  That is, there is beauty in God's ordering and design of all things.  Lots of beauty in nature.
2. God has set eternity ("the world" KJV) in man's heart.  That is, because God has made man in His own image, man has a deep-seated desire to understand the created order, to discern how things work, and to appreciate the beauty of creation.

3. Man cannot understand the workings of God or of the universe (.11 end).

Since man cannot fathom the workings of God, what should he do?  (.12-13)   rejoice, and to do good in his life.  And also that every man should eat and drink, and enjoy the good of all his labour, it is the gift of God.  There's no use worrying about it.
Why is it futile for people to try to change what God has done or is doing?  (.14)  Man can't add to or take anything from God's plan.
JUDGMENT (3:16-17)
Solomon next brings up several points that seem to argue that God is not doing a very good job at administrating the world, and that evil men do seem to upset God's plan.  But we will find that such arguments are invalid.

What did Solomon find in the place of judgment?  Wickedness

What did he find in the place of righteousness?  Iniquity

Why did this not discourage him?  Because he knew that God would eventually repay both the righteous and the wicked.
A good cross reference: Psalm 73:2-5, 16-20

DEATH (3:18-21)
In verse 18, we read a statement that make Ecclesiastes a puzzling book.  What is so puzzling about this verse?  It declares that men are just animals.  
What evidence does Solomon give for this assertion?

1. the fate of humans and the fate of animals is the same; as one dies, so dies the other.
2. They all have the same breath,
3. humans have no advantage over the animals;
4. All go to one place (the grave—Sheol); all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again.
5. Who knows whether the human spirit/breath goes upward and the spirit/breath of animals goes downward to the earth?
Is it true that humans are just animals?  Is that really Solomon's point?  No, people are not animals.  People bear the image of God; animals don't.   Animals have no soul—when they die, they have no eternal nature that goes on.  Solomon's point seems to be that people are like animals in how they live and die.
How one interprets verse 21 is very important.  On the surface, Solomon seems to be saying that he is not sure what the destiny of the human soul is.  Yet in 12:7, he distinctly asserts that "[man's] spirit returns to God who gave it."  What is the solution?

The issue revolves around whether or not the verse is a statement or a question.  Most likely, the verse should be translated something like this: "There are not many who take to heart as they ought to the fact that the spirit of man goes upward, and that the spirit of the beast goes downward to the earth."  It's not a question at all, but a statement of fact.

How does Solomon conclude his discussion in this chapter?  (.22)

So I saw that there is nothing better than that all should enjoy their work, for that is their lot; who can bring them to see what will be after them? 


Excellent Thrusts from Ecclesiastes Three:  

1. God is sovereignly carrying out His plan.

2. God intends man to enjoy his Labor .

3. God will repay the unrighteous and unjust.

4. It's no use worrying about death or what will happen on earth after you die.
For Further Discussion:

1. Why does it at times appear to us that the world is chaotic and disorderly?  Because we are viewing things from a human point of view.  We don’t know God’s plan or how the events of life are furthering God’s plan.

2. Does it seem unlikely that one will enjoy labor?  Labor is often not seen as something enjoyable.  Most people work any job that will pay the bills.  But you should strive to be employed in an area that is enjoyable to you.

3. Solomon asserts that man can't add to or take anything from God's plan.  How do we know God’s plan?  Part of it is revealed in the Bible.  But we don’t know God’s secret plan—it is not revealed to us.  All we can do is try to go where God is going—get with God’s program.

Lesson 5: Ecclesiastes Chapter 4-5:7

More Puzzling Matters

     Injustice, swift, erect, and unconfined, 

Sweeps the wide earth, and tramples o'er mankind. 

        Alexander Pope, in The Iliad of Homer
It's unfortunate but true: injustice and oppression seem to be a normal part of human life.  The powerful abuse the weak and the rich mistreat the poor.  Such has been the case from the beginning (e.g., Cain and Able), and will be true until the Lord puts a stop to it.

Solomon, the Preacher, begins the fourth chapter of Ecclesiastes by venting his frustration over the oppression of the weak.  He goes on to talk about other puzzling matters, such as the futility of labor, the foolishness of independence, the futility of politics, and false worship.

The Oppression of the Weak (4:1-3)

Perhaps Solomon heard reports that charged his government with injustice and oppression.  He looked into the matter and found that such accusations were true.  What is oppression?  When those in power take advantage of the weak.  

What kinds of people are often oppressed and have no power to withstand?  Poor people, the elderly, the young, some races (in some places), handicapped.

What does Solomon say is true of the oppressed?  They were crying ("tears"); they had no comforter; they had no power.
What does he conclude about the matter?  It's better to be dead than to be oppressed.  It's better yet not to have lived at all.
Why does he say that it's better not to have lived at all?  Because then one would not experience oppression.

Solomon presents a dismal view of human life for those who are suffering oppression.  Is Solomon advocating for suicide?  Would he support euthanasia?  No, he's expressing a human/worldly point of view.  Even Solomon the king didn’t feel as if he could do anything to change the situation.
What is our responsibility to the oppressed according to the following verses?

Psalm 82:3-4  Defend the poor and fatherless: do justice to the afflicted and needy. Deliver the poor and needy: rid them out of the hand of the wicked.
Isaiah 1:17  Learn to do well; seek judgment, relieve the oppressed, judge the fatherless, plead for the widow.

Jeremiah 22:3  Thus saith the LORD; Execute ye judgment and righteousness, and deliver the spoiled out of the hand of the oppressor: and do no wrong, do no violence to the stranger, the fatherless, nor the widow, neither shed innocent blood in this place.
Zechariah 7:9-10  Thus speaketh the LORD of hosts, saying, Execute true judgment, and shew mercy and compassions every man to his brother: And oppress not the widow, nor the fatherless, the stranger, nor the poor; and let none of you imagine evil against his brother in your heart.
The Futility of Labor ("travail" KJV) (4:4-6)

After the depressing scene in the halls of government, perhaps Solomon next went to the marketplace to watch the various workers earning their living.  Unfortunately, he was disappointed to see that labor breeds competition and covetousness.  People are often surprised when success in business is greeted with bitter envy rather than praise and admiration.  Can you think of a biblical example when someone resented another's success?  Cain and Abel; Saul and David

Read this passage a couple of times and write down the meaning of each verse.

.4  Labor brings material rewards, but then your neighbor envies you.  Others don't like it when you succeed.

.5  Yet it's foolish to do nothing, because laziness leads to destruction.  KJV "eats his own flesh" = ruins himself (so NIV), i.e., he consumes whatever he has stored up.
.6  The solution: a little material success with contentment is better than great material wealth, which requires too much labor, all of which is in vain.  The best route is some labor and some material wealth.  See also Prov 16:8 and 1 Tim 6:6.
The Foolishness of Independence (4:7-12)

Perhaps while Solomon was in the marketplace he saw a man toiling by himself.  He compared that man's effort with the efforts of a pair of men, and a group of three.  He thought about the scene and concluded that living independently is foolish.

What's the problem with the person Solomon describes in verse 8?  He doesn't have anyone to leave his fortune to, yet he continues to labor instead of enjoying himself.  His one object in life is to acquire more wealth.  And he doesn't even think about how foolish that is.

Solomon gives several benefits of sharing life with someone else.  List them.

1. they have a good return for their work:  more productive
2. If one falls down, his friend can help him up. Watch out for each other.
3. If two lie down together, they will keep warm.  Mutual benefits.
4. Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. 

5. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.  Strength in numbers.
How can you apply this principle to your life?  Life is to be shared with others.  One should seek to include other people in his life.  Groups are stronger than individuals are.

An old Jewish proverb:  A man without a friend is like a left hand without the right.

The Futility of Politics (4:13-16)

Perhaps a walk around the halls of government reminded Solomon about the story of the old king who was replaced by a young revolutionary.

Although Solomon was not subject to political campaigns or elections, he recognized that popularity is temporary at best.  He seems to be describing an old leader who is no longer capable of governing, but refuses to take advice or to step down.  A young revolutionary (KJV "child" is probably better "youth" or "young man") who comes to power may initially be more popular than an old, senile king, but he too will eventually be overthrown.  People are fickle.  Today's hero is tomorrow's bum.  Popularity comes and goes.  This fact drove Solomon to conclude that politics is so much "chasing after the wind" (KJV "vexation of spirit").

How important is popularity?  It’s pretty important to some people.  They want to fit in, be looked up to.

Why is it unwise to strive for popularity?  It’s fleeting/temporary.  

False Worship (5:1-7)

Perhaps Solomon's last stop on his tour was the temple, the "house of God."  He warns his audience to "keep thy foot" when entering the temple.  What do you suppose he means by that expression?  Be careful, think seriously about what you are doing.  

Why is it so important to "keep thy foot" when worshiping God?  Because you don't want to be guilty of vanity or error in the worship of God.  Other areas of life may be messed up, but one should be especially careful with his relationship with God.

What is the central issue Solomon is concerned about in this passage? The context centers on speech and vows—rash words, making a vow and not fulfilling it.   Offering the sacrifice of fools—seems to be talking about failure to fulfill a vow. 

.3  As personal and business cares produce dreams, which are unsubstantial things; so many words produce foolish and empty prayer.  When we come before God, our minds are full of our own business rather than with the worship of God. When we talk too much, we usually talk like fools. This can be especially bad in the house of God.

.6  The "angel" (KJV) is probably the temple messenger, not a heavenly angel.

The dreams: perhaps it was common for those who experienced amazing dreams to go to the temple and tell others about it.  Solomon saw this as foolish and a cause of sin.

Describe how one should behave himself in the temple.  One should be serious, careful, quiet, listening, paying one's vows, in control of one's mouth, fearing the Lord—showing reverence, decorum, respect, propriety.
What is a vow?  It's a promise, usually a conditional one—i.e., if God will do something, we promise to do something.  Not always conditional.  What are some examples of vows?  Help for problems, support of missionaries

Is it OK to make vows to God?  Yes, as long as you keep them.  

Solomon is warning his readers against trusting in empty rituals—going through the motions of prayer and vows, but without any heart devotion to God.

How are the principles of this passage applicable to our situation?  One should also be serious and thoughtful as one worships God at church.  One should be more prone to listen than to speak.  If you make a vow, fulfill it.  Avoid hypocrisy/formalism.  Rituals are worthless if not accompanied by a sincere heart.

Exceptional Features of Ecclesiastes Four (and Part of Five):

1. Oppression is universal and depressing.  Make sure that you are not the one doing the oppressing.

2. Advancing your career should not be the highest priority in your life.  You should labor enough to provide for yourself and your family, but not so much that you have no time to enjoy life.  It's foolish to seek great wealth.

3. There are many advantages of companionship and cooperation.  Loners never get to enjoy the benefits that living with others bring.

4. Politics is as futile as chasing after the wind.  It's impossible for a leader to please everyone.  Popularity is temporary.  Wealth and position are no guarantees of continued success.

5. The worship of God is serious business. We come before God in humility, recognizing his majesty and his rights over our lives. We seek his guidance and listen to his words.  Rituals without a sincere heart are worthless.

Conclusion:  The matters Solomon discusses in this section of Ecclesiastes certainly are puzzling.  It's only when one "enters the house of God" to seriously consider such things that one can make sense of them all. 

For Further Discussion:
1. Solomon condemns the oppression of the weak, but he doesn't say why God allows it.  Why does such evil exist in a world under God's sovereign control?  We live in a fallen world in which Satan has great influence.  God allows evil people to do evil things, even to Christians.  Even such evil and suffering forwards God's ultimate plan.
2. Give some examples of how popularity rises and falls.  Politicians—President Bush was very popular during the Gulf War, but lost the election a year later; Media—TV, music, movie stars hot one month and cold the next.
How should we handle the puzzling matters that trouble us?  We should bring them to the "house of God," i.e., we should look at them from God's viewpoint, let the Bible and theology tell us how to understand them.

Lesson 6: Ecclesiastes Chapter 5-6

The Vanity of Wealth

Wilt thou set thine eyes upon that which is not? 

for riches certainly make themselves wings; 

they fly away as an eagle toward heaven.

Proverbs 23:5



Solomon was the wealthiest man the world has ever seen.  He knew a lot about money and material goods, and he discusses wealth at length in this book.  Starting with 5:9 and extending through chapter six, the Preacher makes his case that wealth and its pursuit is empty.  

How does this assertion compare with what our culture teaches us?  Our culture greatly values wealth and prosperity.  It teaches us to reach for higher and higher standards of living.

Jesus said, "It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God" (Matt 19:24).  Why do you suppose that this is the case?  Rich people tend to trust in their wealth and in themselves rather than in God.  They don't see their need.

What does Solomon say about wealth?

Break the class into three groups and assign the following.  Each group should prepare to read its text and share its findings.

GROUP 1

Read 5:10-17 and list the problems associated with the pursuit of money.

1. Money doesn't satisfy.

2. As material wealth increases, so do those who consume it.

3. Those who amass wealth only get to look at it.

4. The wealthy don’t sleep well (because they are worried about keeping their money?)

5. One may lose all his wealth thru bad investments.

6. You can't take your money with you when you die.
GROUP 2

5:18-20 is the conclusion Solomon comes to regarding money.  Summarize what he says here.

1. Enjoy life—eat, drink and be merry.

2. Find satisfaction in labor.  Be happy in work—it's a gift from God.

3. God is the source of joy.

GROUP 3
Read chapter 6.  Give several more reasons why it's foolish to pursue riches.

1. It's possible to have much material wealth and not be able to enjoy it. (.2)

2. A stranger may end up enjoying the fruit of all your labor.  (.2)

3. Wealth never satisfies.  (.7)

4. No one knows what will happen to his goods after he dies.  (.12)

Man’s helplessness and ignorance (6:10–12).  This seems to be a summary statement of the book up to this point.  Read this text and summarize Solomon's point here.

That which hath been is named already, and it is known that it is man: neither may he contend with him that is mightier than he.   Seeing there be many things that increase vanity, what is man the better?  For who knoweth what is good for man in this life, all the days of his vain life which he spendeth as a shadow? for who can tell a man what shall be after him under the sun?

Man must accept himself and the world as they are. All that exists has already been named, that is, its essence and character have been determined. (To name something or someone is to give existence to and/or to exercise superiority over that thing or person (cf. Gen. 2:19–20; Isa. 40:26). Reinforcing this idea is the word known. The statement what man is has already been known (v. 10) indicates that his destiny has already been determined.)   Man is limited; he is mortal. Verse 12 presents a double issue in terms of two questions. Man not only lacks knowledge, he also lacks advisors. He knows not what to do with the present or with the future. There are no answers provided to these questions. The plans of God for man and the world are both unknowable and unchangeable.

Essential Finds and Signs from Ecclesiastes Five and Six

1. Money doesn't satisfy.  

2. Be happy in work—it's a gift from God.

3. Man is limited.  
4. The plans of God for man and the world are both unknowable and unchangeable.
Conclusion:  We live in a culture that greatly values wealth and prosperity. Many people make it their life's goal to enjoy higher and higher standards of living. Yet Solomon teaches us that the pursuit of wealth is foolish and vain. Thus, we should not make the pursuit of wealth a high priority.  Instead, we should seek to enjoy life and labor to meet our needs.

For Further Discussion:

1. Why would it be distressing to leave your wealth to someone else?  You don’t know how they’re going to handle it.  They could squander everything you’ve worked for.
2. Solomon’s assertion that man is limited in his knowledge and abilities contradicts the modern notion of man’s limitless potential.  What is the basis of this contradiction?  Solomon operated from a theocentric point of view—he saw man as a creature of God to whom God did not reveal all things.  Solomon retains the Creator/creature distinction.  Modern man does not see himself in this relationship.  He sees himself as the highest rung on the evolutionary ladder.  Man is pretty good in his own eyes.  He doesn’t consider God’s perspective.
Lesson 7: Ecclesiastes Chapter 7

Wisdom

Wisdom is the principal thing; 

therefore get wisdom: 

   and with all thy getting get understanding.

Proverbs 4:7




Solomon continues his rather melancholy sermon about life with a section of proverbial or wise sayings.  He seems to be arguing that present grief and pain may be more beneficial to the godly than the festivity and fun that a worldly, prosperous person enjoys.

Practical Wisdom (7:1-14)

The first part of the chapter deals with practical advice for daily living.  Note that many of the proverbs carry the "this is better than that because" scheme.  Read verses 1-10 and fill out the table below.  If no "because" is given in the verse, try to think of a biblical reason the proverb is true.

	This
	Is better than
	That
	Because

	A good name
	Is better than
	precious ointment
	A good name lasts longer

	Day of one's death
	Is better than
	Day of one's birth
	Death ends all struggles and pain

	To go to the house of mourning
	Is better than
	To go to the house of feasting
	Death is the end of all men

The living will learn from it

	Sorrow
	Is better than
	Laughter
	A sad face may make the heart feel better

	to hear the rebuke of the wise
	Is better than
	To hear the song of fools
	The laughter of fools is vanity (like a crackling fire)

	The end of a thing
	Is better than
	The beginning of a thing
	At the end you quit

	A patient spirit
	Is better than
	A proud spirit
	Patience produces peace; pride produces conflict


Verse four states that it's better to be in the house of mourning than in the house of mirth (or pleasure).  Why do you think this is the case?  1.  The house of mourning (e.g., a hospital or funeral home) is a more needy place—you can do more good there; 2.  Being in the presence of sickness and death tends to make us think seriously and soberly about our own lives; 3.  Wise people don't spend much time on mirth and pleasure—they have better things to do than please themselves all the time.
Verse five indicates that rebuke is a good thing.  What is rebuke?  To express one's disapproval; to reprimand; to tell someone his error with a view toward fixing it.

What do the following verses say about the benefits of rebuke?

Psalms 141:5  Let the righteous smite me; it shall be a kindness: and let him reprove me; it shall be an excellent oil, which shall not break my head: for yet my prayer also shall be in their calamities.
Proverbs 9:8  Reprove not a scorner, lest he hate thee: rebuke a wise man, and he will love thee.
Proverbs 15:31  The ear that heareth the reproof of life abideth among the wise.
Proverbs 15:32 He that refuseth instruction despiseth his own soul: but he that heareth reproof getteth understanding.
Proverbs 17:10  A reproof entereth more into a wise man than an hundred stripes into a fool.
Summarize what the above verses say about rebuke.  Rebuke is good and kind, an indication of love.  Wise people pay attention to rebuke.  Fools don't learn from rebuke.

The next four verses express wisdom on a variety of topics.  Summarize the verses below.

.7  ("oppression" KJV is better "extortion," that is,  to force someone or something by violence, abuse or authority.) Surely oppression (extortion) maketh a wise man mad; and a gift destroyeth the heart.

.8
Better is the end of a thing than the beginning thereof: and the patient in spirit is better than the proud in spirit.
.9
Be not hasty in thy spirit to be angry: for anger resteth in the bosom of fools.
.10
Say not thou, What is the cause that the former days were better than these? for thou dost not enquire wisely concerning this.

Read verses 11-12.  

How is wisdom like money?  It provides a shelter and a defense.  It's beneficial and profitable.

Why is wisdom better than money? Wisdom preserves the life of its possessor.

Character Wisdom (7:15-22)

Starting with verse 15, Solomon advises his readers to see things from God's point of view rather than their own.  

What perplexing situation did Solomon see (.15)? a righteous man perishing in his righteousness, and a wicked man living long in his wickedness.

Why is this perplexing?  It should be the other way around—the righteous should be rewarded and the wicked should be punished.

How do you explain such a problem?  1.  We live in a fallen world in which rewards and punishments are not neatly handed out.  2. We don't know the extent of punishment and reward. The wicked appear to prosper now; they won't later. 3.  God has His own reasons for doing what He does.  We won't always understand why God does what He does.  4.  Those who appear to be righteous may be hypocrites who deserve the judgment they receive.

Read verses 16 through 18.  This is perhaps one of the most puzzling and misinterpreted passages of the whole book.  Solomon seems to be advising that we take the middle way between holiness and wickedness.  What's wrong with such an idea?  Other passages tell us that we should be as righteous/holy as possible.  God hates lukewarmness (Rev 3:16).

How de we resolve this difficulty?  .16 is likely describing a self-righteous, external kind of false holiness and wisdom—your own righteous acts and your own sense of wisdom (c.f. Prov 3:7).   Such hypocrisy destroys (c.f. Matt 5:20).  In .18,  the "this" that one should grasp is the true, Godly wisdom that comes from the fear of God. 
What is the point in verses 20-22?  No one is without sin—we are not righteous.  Don't worry about the accusations and criticisms of others toward you, because you are as guilty as they are.

Conclusions on Wisdom (7:23-29)

The last section of this chapter presents more difficulties.  Read the passage and summarize what Solomon is saying.

He tried to be wise and search out difficult things, but he was unable.  

Those who fear God will avoid the ungodly woman.  

A good man is hard to find, but a good woman is even more rare.  

God made man good, but they have perverted themselves.  "Inventions" (KJV) = schemes or devices.

Is Solomon attacking women here?  How are we to understand this?  Solomon's problem was not that he hated women.  He obviously knew Israel's history and recognized the contributions of many women of the past.  In fact, throughout Proverbs, he characterizes wisdom as a woman (1:20).  But he also talks about the "strange woman" (Prov 1-9) who seduces the foolish to sin.  So this seems to be what he's doing here—personifying foolishness and sin as a woman who leads people astray.

Excellent Sentiments from Ecclesiastes Seven:
1. It's better to think about life seriously than to drown out sorrow with entertainment. Grief and pain may be more beneficial to the godly than festivity and fun.

2. We must avoid the self-righteous, hypocritical, external form of holiness.  True godliness and wisdom leads to confession of sin.

3. We must see the foolishness of sin as a trap to avoid.  The wise person is a rare find; we must strive to be that rare person.

For Further Discussion:

1. How can sorrow be beneficial?  Grief and sorrow may strengthen us and give us experience to help others.
2. How do you know when you should rebuke someone?  1. A rebuke must be based on biblical principle, not on preferences; 2. You must have the proper position or authority (in some cases); 3. You must do it in the right spirit—not anger or self-righteousness, but humility.
Lesson 8:  Ecclesiastes Chapter 8

Practical Advice and True Wisdom About Life

Our knowledge is a receding mirage in an expanding desert of ignorance.

Will Durant, Story of Civilization
Solomon, a man of great wisdom and knowledge, continues his sermon on what he has learned about life "under the sun."  Verse one, "Who is as the wise man? and who knoweth the interpretation of a thing?" prefaces his remarks.  It's going to take a wise person to understand the issues he struggles with in this chapter.

In chapter 8, the Preacher tells us how to live or behave ourselves in various circumstances of life: life with a king, how the fear of God affects one's life, how one should live his life, and how some aspects of life are incomprehensible.

Life with the King (8:2-8)

Solomon, as a king, had some sage advice for those dealing with kings.  Keep in mind that the kings of Solomon's time enjoyed absolute authority over their subjects.  They were neither elected nor subject to impeachment.  Some rulers were benevolent and merciful, but most were oppressive dictators.  Find the principles regarding how to deal with kings (leaders) in 8:2-5.

1. Keep the king's commands (.2)

2. Don’t be in a hurry to leave the king (.3).  The idea seems to be leaving the king’s presence in a rage.  Thus, don’t get too upset over what the king (or any leader) wants to do; don’t over-react or jump to conclusions.  Don’t be hasty to quit a project or job just because you don’t agree with the leader.

3. Don’t go along with the king (or any leader) in an evil thing (.3).

4. The king's word has power, and no one asks him what he's doing (.4).  The leader is in charge—he has the power and the responsibility.

5. It's wise to follow royal commands and procedures (.5)
We don't live in a monarchy.  How can we apply Solomon's advice in our situation?  1. Obey the gov't (c.f. Rom 13:1-5).  Human gov't is God's appointed means of dealing with many problems;  2.  Respect valid authority; 3. Don’t quit just because you disagree with the leader;  4.  Follow the right procedures.  (E.g., Nehemiah, Daniel—they worked the system correctly.)
Note the Quote:  The purpose of government is the righteous administration of justice.  When rulers and judges carry out that divine mandate, both they and their people are blessed by God, and a considerable amount of man's suffering is relieved.

In verses 6-8, Solomon mentions several limitations that man has to deal with.  What are they?

1. Man's misery is great because he usually rebels against the proper procedures.   Misery increases as men try to do things contrary to God's will.

2. No one knows what will happen or when they will happen.

3. Just as no one has power over the wind (or spirit), so no one has power over the day of his death.  Wickedness, like war, does not release those who are in it.  Verse 8 could be “spirit” or “wind” — same word.
Verses 6-8 seem to further illustrate the limitations of life under a king.  Just as man has natural limitations he has to live with, so living under the authority of a king is something most people just have to put up with.  Solomon seems to be saying, "Make the best of it."

Fearing God Has Beneficial Results (8:9-13)

Solomon next mentions several puzzling things that he observed.  In verse 10 he talks about the wicked who died, were buried, and forgotten.  In verse 12 he talks about wicked people who live a long time.  In any case, what does he conclude about those who fear God as opposed to those who do not?   I know that it will go better with God-fearing men, those who fear Him openly.  Yet because the wicked do not fear God, it will not go well with them, and their days will not lengthen like a shadow (.12-13). 
What are some practical examples of this truth?  (Remember that he's talking about life on earth, "under the sun," not in heaven or hell.)

How life is worse for the wicked:  immorality usually causes trouble—prison, disease, conflict, etc.
How life is better for those who fear God:  Godliness usually promotes a healthy lifestyle—good family life, security, happiness, success, etc.

Summarize what he says in verse 11.  Does what he says pertain to our situation?   When the sentence for a crime is not quickly carried out, the hearts of the people are filled with schemes to do wrong.    A speedy trial and punishment of crime restrains or prevents crime.  When justice is not done speedily or at all, people commit crimes more readily.
How One Should Live His Life (8:14-15)

Solomon mentions another puzzling thing which he observed.  What was it (.14)? righteous men who get what the wicked deserve, and wicked men who get what the righteous deserve.
What did he conclude? (.15 [KJV] "mirth" is "pleasure" or "enjoyment of life.")  There is nothing good for a man under the sun except to eat and to drink and to be merry, and this will stand by him in his toils throughout the days of his life which God has given him under the sun.
Do you see any problems with such a conclusion?  He seems to be advocating hedonism—eat, drink and be merry—sounds like a beer commercial.  He keeps coming back to this same conclusion.

Is he really advocating hedonism?  No.  He's advocating enjoying life, but a life lived before God, in the fear of the Lord.  He repeatedly advises us to enjoy life, but he also repeatedly tells us to fear God.  In no way does Solomon commend unbridled, rampant indulgence in sin, which is implied in Christ’s account of the man whose barns were full. That man may have justified his sin by quoting this passage (cf. Luke 12:19). His focus here is on the resolve to enjoy life in the face of the injustice which surrounded him (see 2:24).
  So we should enjoy life in a way that honors God, not in a hedonistic way.  Read 1 Tim 6:17.

The Christian life is often portrayed (in media and from the pulpit) as one of duty, sacrifice, and restraint, having no room for fun, relaxation, or entertainment.  Is such the case?  Solomon didn't think so.

Note the Quote:  That the punishment that the wicked deserve often seems to falls on the righteous while the rewards of the righteous appear to drop in to the lap of the wicked is understandable only by the wisdom found in the fear of God, the plan of God, and the ability to enjoy life as offered by God to all who trust in Him.

Some Aspects of Life are Incomprehensible (8:16-17)

Solomon sought to " know wisdom, and to see the business that is done upon the earth."  What did he conclude after his investigation?  Even if one labors day and night, he cannot find out the work that is done under the sun: because though a man labour to seek it out, yet he shall not find it; yea further; though a wise man think to know it, yet shall he not be able to find it.  In other words, it's impossible to know or understand everything.

It may sound silly to even try to understand everything, especially in our day when knowledge is expanding so rapidly.  But people throughout the centuries have labored to unite all knowledge into a unified, systematic, non-contradictory whole.  Scientists and philosophers still try to do it today.  Theologians, unlike others, have the key to understanding everything—God.  God created everything, is sustaining everything, and is moving everything to its predetermined end or goal.  We may not understand every detail of the universe, but we know that there is a purpose for all things within God's plan.  It's impossible for us to know all things, but we can trust that God does.

Note the Quote:  Our quest for meaning and an explanation of the presence of evil, injustice, and inequities in life must end where Solomon's did--in the fact that God sits at the helm, ruling and overruling for good.  Consequently, His people, and their works, and their very lives are protected and governed by the God who is over all.  They are safe in His hands.

Excellent Postulates From Ecclesiastes Chapter Eight

1. We should obey the government and respect all legitimate authority.  We should seek to follow the procedures and policies that the government dictates.

2. God rewards those who fear Him.  Those who don't fear God will live to regret it.

3. We should enjoy life in a way that honors God.  Hedonistic self-absorption is wrong, but it's proper to delight in the abundant life that God provides those who fear Him.

4. It's impossible for man to know or understand everything.  God doesn't expect us to know everything, but he does expect us to learn all we can and to obey what He teaches us.

For Further Discussion:

1. Why should we not be surprised when injustice is done?  Because we live in a fallen world inhabited by sinful people.
2. What should be our response when we see the wicked exalted and the righteous persecuted?  1. Don't be surprised—it happens that way frequently;   2. Don't get bitter that God doesn’t treat you better.  You'll get your reward for faithfulness eventually;   3. We should rejoice that God has counted us worthy to suffer for Christ (Acts 5:41).
3. Thomas Jefferson wrote, "Resistance to tyrants is obedience to God."  Do you agree?  Why or why not?  We have an obligation to obey the gov't (Rom 13.1), but a bigger obligation to obey God and our consciences (Acts 5:29).  We have to stand up for what is right even if it at time goes against the law of the land.   
Remember that the apostles and the early church lived under terrible dictators, yet they did not scheme to overthrow the gov't.  They disobeyed the authorities only when the Law of God forced them to disobey the laws of man.  We have to work to change things lawfully.
Lesson 9:  Ecclesiastes Chapter 9:1-12

The Inevitability of Death

But in the world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.

Benjamin Franklin, 1789
Solomon returns to one of the primary issues he addresses in the book, death.  Like Ben Franklin, Solomon clearly states that death is certain.  What else has he said about death so far?  

3:2  A time to be born, and a time to die;

4:1-3  It's better to be dead than to be oppressed.

7:1 the day of death is better than the day of one's birth.

8:8  There is no man that hath power over the spirit to retain the spirit; neither hath he power in the day of death.

Note what the following texts say about death.  Students read text out loud.

Job 10:20-22 Are not my days few? Cease then, and let me alone, that I may take comfort a little, Before I go whence I shall not return, even to the land of darkness and the shadow of death; A land of darkness, as darkness itself; and of the shadow of death, without any order, and where the light is as darkness. 

Psalm 6:5 For in death there is no remembrance of thee: in the grave who shall give thee thanks? 

Isaiah 38:10-12   I said in the cutting off of my days, I shall go to the gates of the grave: I am deprived of the residue of my years.  I said, I shall not see the LORD, even the LORD, in the land of the living: I shall behold man no more with the inhabitants of the world.  Mine age is departed, and is removed from me as a shepherd’s tent: I have cut off like a weaver my life: he will cut me off with pining sickness: from day even to night wilt thou make an end of me.  

Remember that the OT believer's understanding of death and life after death was significantly less informed than ours is.  Death was seen as a gloomy, dark experience.  Israel's blessings were usually connected with the land rather than heaven.  Those in the grave (“Sheol”) can no longer enjoy or participate in such blessings.  NT believers have far more information about death and what happens after death, so we don’t approach it with as much apprehension.  See 1 Thes 4:13-18.

God Rules Over Death (9:1)

Solomon paused to consider all the things that he'd seen, and concluded, “the righteous, and the wise, and their works, are in the hand of God.”  He had previously admitted that even a wise person can’t understand everything (8:17), so the best thing to do is to trust that one is in God’s hand, and that God knows what He’s doing.

How can this attitude help us when we face puzzling or depressing circumstances in life? We know that we’re in God’s hand—He’s sovereign.
Death Overtakes All (9:2-6)

Solomon uses various words to describe the good and the bad.  Note them in the table below.

	The Good
	The Bad

	Righteous
	wicked

	Good, clean
	unclean

	He who sacrifices
	He who does not sacrifice

	Good
	Sinner

	Those who don’t swear (fears an oath)
	Those who do swear


Solomon asserts that the same destiny awaits them all.  What is that destiny?  Death
Is he saying that all experience the same exact fate after death?  No, he’s saying that all will experience the same kind of death.
As we’ve seen before, several passages in Ecclesiastes seem to contradict other passages of Scripture.  But, as we’ve also seen, such contradictions are apparent but not real.  Read verses 5-6.   What do they seem to be saying?  That all knowledge ceases at death.
What is the key to understanding these verses?  The phrase “under the sun.”  It refers to life on earth.  Thus, once one is dead, he has no more interaction with life on earth.  Solomon is not suggesting that there is no life at all after death, only that the dead have nothing more to do with life on earth.
Attitude in Light of One’s Imminent Death (9:7-10)

Solomon gives us some advice based on the fact that everyone is subject to death.

1. Enjoy your life.

· Eat, drink and be merry.

· Wear your good clothes (don’t dress like you’re going to a funeral).

· Enjoy your family life.

2. Recognize your lot in life.  Food, drink, clothing, and family union form a God-given basis for the good life.  It’s true that we will eventually die, but until then, God wants us to partake in these good things.
3. Work hard.  Solomon advises us that, whatever our occupation, we should do it “will all thy might.”  
What is the point of verse 10? There is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest.  I.e., all these things are earth and life bound.  We have only one life in which to serve God.
The unorthodox notion of “soul sleep” is largely based on this passage.  Soul sleep asserts that after one dies, he goes into a state of suspended animation, and knows nothing until Judgment Day.  How do we know that Solomon is not teaching the doctrine of soul sleep here?  12:7  Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it. 

Death Comes Unexpectedly (9:11-12)

In verse 11, Solomon asserts that death comes upon the swift, the strong, the wise and the rich, just like it comes upon everyone else.  Read verse 12.  What does he compare the death of man with?  A fish caught in a net or a bird in a snare.
In light of the fact that death may come unexpectedly, what ought we to do?

2 Corinthians 6:2  behold, now is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of salvation.
James 4:14  Whereas ye know not what shall be on the morrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away.

Prov 27:1 Boast not thyself of to morrow; for thou knowest not what a day may bring forth.
Luke 19:11-27  . . . Occupy till I come. . . .

Exceptional Notions from Ecclesiastes 9

1. God rules over death.  No matter what happens, we are in His hands.

2. Death overtakes all, the good as well as the bad.  Make use of your opportunities to serve God now.

3. Because death is imminent, one should enjoy the good things of earthly life God has provided.

4. Because death comes unexpectedly, we should be prepared for it at any time. 

For Further Discussion:

1. Name some things one should do to prepare for death.  Be saved, make out a will, prioritize so you do the important things, tell others about Christ
2. We said that the OT saint had little information about the quality of life after death.  What reduces the anxieties associated with death for the NT saint?  The fact that we’re going to heaven; that we know some things about heaven—how wonderful it will be; that God will be with us thru the death experience.
Lesson 10: Ecclesiastes Chapter 9:13-11:6

Wisdom and Folly

Then I saw that wisdom excelleth folly, 

as far as light excelleth darkness.

Ecclesiastes 2:13
This section of the book is composed mostly of proverbial (wise) sayings regarding a variety of topics: wisdom, folly, kings, slaves, axes, snakes, words, work, laziness, eating, investing, weather, and farming.  Solomon composed “three thousand proverbs: and his songs were a thousand and five” (1 Kings 4:32).  These are a few of them.

Wisdom has its Limits (9:13-16)

Read this section.  Summarize verses 14-15.

There was a little city, and few men within it; and there came a great king against it, and besieged it, and built great bulwarks against it: Now there was found in it a poor wise man, and he by his wisdom delivered the city; yet no man remembered that same poor man.
What did Solomon conclude after this episode (.16)? Wisdom is better than strength: nevertheless the poor man's wisdom is despised, and his words are not heard.  

In other words, even tho the poor man’s wisdom delivered the city, the people were not thankful—they forgot him.  He deserved honor and reward, but didn’t get any.  It was all part of the vanity and frustration of a self-centered world. 

What should we learn from this passage?  Wisdom is good and beneficial, but people often neglect or reject a wise person, even if his wisdom has benefited them.  So don’t expect praise or popularity for your wisdom.
Wise Men, Fools, Kings, and Business (9:17-11:6)

[Divide the group into 4 and assign a part to each group.  Have a spokesman present the group’s findings. ]  

Try to find the underlying principles in these texts.  When you present your findings, read the text, and then state the principle.

WISDOM OR WISE PEOPLE

9:17  
The words of wise men are heard in quiet more than the cry of him that ruleth among fools. You don’t have to be loud when you have something wise to say.  People listen to wisdom.

9:18  
Wisdom is better than weapons of war: Wisdom is more powerful than weapons.

10:1 
A little folly sends forth a stinking savour in him that is in reputation for wisdom and honour. A little folly ruins a wise person’s reputation.  Wise people stay away from folly, even a little of it.
10:2  
A wise man's heart is at his right hand; The wise man’s heart is strong and steady. [To be on one’s right hand was to be ready to defend and assist.  The right side was the place of power and honor; the left represented weakness and rejection.]  

[Interesting note: the word “sinister” comes from the Latin word meaning “on the left.”]

10:12 
The words of a wise man's mouth are gracious; A wise man’s words are gracious.

FOOLS AND FOOLISHNESS

9:17
The words of wise men are heard in quiet more than the cry of him that ruleth among fools. The cry of the fool goes unheard.

10:1 
A little folly sends forth a stinking savour in him that is in reputation for wisdom and honour. A little folly ruins one’s reputation.

10:2 
A fool's heart at his left. A fool’s heart is weak and ineffective.

10:3
Yea also, when he that is a fool walketh by the way, his wisdom faileth him, and he saith to every one that he is a fool. One’s foolish behavior tells everyone that he is a fool.

10:5-6  There is an evil which I have seen under the sun, as an error which proceedeth from the ruler:  Folly is set in great dignity, and the rich sit in low place.  It’s foolish for rulers to set their friends up in high places while those more qualified are passed over.  [The rich might do better in government because they know how to acquire and handle wealth.]

10:12 
the lips of a fool will swallow up himself. The beginning of the words of his mouth is foolishness: and the end of his talk is mischievous madness. A fools words destroy him and hurt others.

10:14  
A fool also is full of words: a man cannot tell what shall be; and what shall be after him, who can tell him? A fool talks too much.

10:15  
The labour of the foolish wearieth every one of them, because he knoweth not how to go to the city.  He doesn’t even know his way home.

KINGS

10:4
 If the spirit of the ruler rise up against thee, leave not thy place; for yielding pacifieth great offences.  Be calm when under pressure from your boss.

10:5
There is an evil which I have seen under the sun, as an error which proceedeth from the ruler:  Folly is set in great dignity, and the rich sit in low place.  It’s foolish for kings to exalt folly and demote nobility.

10:16 
Woe to thee, O land, when thy king is a child, and thy princes eat in the morning!  Childish rulers harm the country.  

10:17  
Blessed art thou, O land, when thy king is the son of nobles, and thy princes eat in due season, for strength, and not for drunkenness!  Good kings are of noble birth (good background) and do not participate in drunken parties.

10:20  
Curse not the king, no not in thy thought; and curse not the rich in thy bedchamber: for a bird of the air shall carry the voice, and that which hath wings shall tell the matter.  Rulers learn about their critics.

BUSINESS (11:1-6)

11:1  
Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days.  Spread out your investments and they’ll return to you.  [The background to this is likely sending grain (for bread) out on ships in trade.]
11:2  
Give a portion to seven, and also to eight; for thou knowest not what evil shall be upon the earth.  Diversify your investments for better security.
11:3  
If the clouds be full of rain, they empty themselves upon the earth: and if the tree fall toward the south, or toward the north, in the place where the tree falleth, there it shall be.  Some things are obvious.  

11:4  
He that observeth the wind shall not sow; and he that regardeth the clouds shall not reap.  Don’t let difficulties (like the weather) prevent you from seeing to your business.
11:6 
In the morning sow thy seed, and in the evening withhold not thine hand: for thou knowest not whether shall prosper, either this or that, or whether they both shall be alike good.  Make all preparations for success, because you don’t know what will succeed and what will fail.
Success in Labor (10:8-11)

This passage describes how various situations in life require wisdom.  Read the text and fill in the table below.

	The Situation or Labor
	The Danger or Trouble Involved

	Digging pits  .8
	Falling in

	Breaking down walls  .8
	Being bitten by a snake

	Quarrying stones  .9
	Being hurt by falling rocks

	Splitting logs  .9
	Hurting oneself

	Chopping wood  .10
	Getting tired because of a dull axe

	Catching (charming) a snake  .11
	Getting bit


What’s the point of these descriptions?  Note verse 10b: “wisdom is profitable to direct.” or  “wisdom has the advantage of giving success”(NASB) or “skill will bring success” (NIV).  The point seems to be that wisdom is the difference between success and failure.  It allows for profit and benefit. Despite difficulties and risks of life’s tasks, you cannot sit back to avoid facing them in the daily duties of life.  Those who are wise take proper precautions, and thus avoid the dangers and succeed in their duties.  [A song says, "If you climb a mountain, you may break your legs; and you can't make an omelet without breaking eggs.”  Anything worth doing has its dangers.  Wise people take them into consideration.]
Excellent Nuances (Tested and Elevated) from Ecclesiastes Nine, Ten and Eleven
1. Wisdom is good and beneficial, even if people neglect or reject a wise person.  Don’t expect praise or popularity for your wisdom.  People don’t often heed wisdom.

2. A wise man is careful about what he says and uses his words sparingly.  Fools, on the other hand, talk too much.  

3. A little foolishness can ruin your reputation.  

4. Be careful how you deal with leaders.  Good ones are a blessing; bad ones are dangerous. 

5. Be careful how you invest your assets.  Diversify for better security.  Don’t let difficulties prevent you from carrying out your business.

6. Wisdom is the difference between success and failure. There is danger or trouble in most of life’s activities, but those who are wise avoid the danger and succeed in their duties.

For Further Discussion:

1. As in the case of the poor wise man who saved his town, so others may overlook the beneficial things we do.  What should our attitude be in such cases?    We shouldn’t be doing good things for others’ praise.  We ought to be doing such things to honor God.  He will repay us (Eph 6:7-8).
2. Solomon speaks extensively about labor, investment, and business in Ecclesiastes.  What are some general principles we have learned regarding such things?                  1. Diversify your investments (so it’s not wrong to invest/save); 2. Work hard;           3. Enjoy your labor; 4.  Try to please your boss; 5. Employ wisdom in carrying out your duties; 6. Don’t count on money or labor—they are temporary and vain.
3. Give an example of how a little foolishness can ruin one’s reputation for wisdom. Political situations: Clinton with Monica; Gary Hart with Jessica Hahn; George Bush “No new taxes”; Bob Livingston’s affair; Newt Gingrich complaining about not getting a good seat on AF One.
Lesson 11: Ecclesiastes Chapter 11:7-12:8

The Present and the Future

    His big manly voice,

    Turning again toward childish treble, pipes

    And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all,

    That ends this strange eventful history,

    Is second childishness and mere oblivion;

    Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.
Shakespeare As You Like It 2.7
Solomon addresses young people several times throughout the book, but this section is especially directed to them.  His argument here can be condensed into this statement: Enjoy life while you’re young, but remember that God will bring you into judgment some day.  He also goes into a lengthy description of old age, somewhat similar to Shakespeare’s description above.

Pleasure and Judgment (11:7-10)

Read this section and fill out the table below.  

	Advice
	Reasons/Comments/Contrast

	Enjoy the light/sun (good things of life) .7
	Darkness (death) will arrive soon enuf.  All that comes will be vanity.

	Remember the dark days  .8
	They shall be many.  All that comes is vanity.

	Rejoice/be happy in the days of your youth.  Follow your heart and your eyes.   .9
	God will judge all your activities.

	Remove sorrow and evil  .10
	Youth is vanity.


Verse 9 is another text in which Solomon seems to be advocating hedonism—do whatever you want, seek pleasure, follow whatever your heart and your eyes desire.

Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth; and let thy heart cheer thee in the days of thy youth, and walk in the ways of thine heart, and in the sight of thine eyes: 
Is Solomon really advocating a pleasure-seeking lifestyle?  No.  Note the end of the verse: but know thou, that for all these things God will bring thee into judgment.  All behavior should be limited by the fact that God will judge one for it.  The author is not advocating an “anything goes” lifestyle.  He’s advising his readers to rejoice and enjoy themselves, but to also keep in mind the final judgment, in which the events of today will be evaluated.  His point:  Enjoy the present, but be prepared for the future. Live with eternal values in mind.

Note the Quote:  Enjoyment and judgment, though strange partners, come together in this section because both clamor for man’s deepest commitment. Surprisingly, one does not win out over the other. In a world created for enjoyment but damaged by sin, judgment and enjoyment/pleasure are held in tension. With too much pleasure, judgment stands as a threatening force; with too much judgment, enjoyment suffers. In the final analysis, both are prominent themes of life that are resolved in our relationship to God, the primary issue of life and this book.

Remember Your Creator (12:1)

In the first verse of chapter twelve, Solomon urges his readers to “remember your creator in the days of your youth.”  What does the expression “remember” mean?  Not “don’t forget,” not simple mental recall.  The idea is to live in the light of the fact that you will one day stand before your creator to give an account.  Think about God and His claim on your life.  We should reflect and ponder upon God’s providence in our lives, and determine to act in a way that is consistent with God’s character.  Biblically, “to remember” is usually attached to an action (c.f. 1 Sam 1:19).  So Solomon is calling us to action based on who God is and what he’s done for us.

Why do you think Solomon urges his readers to “remember” the Creator especially while they are young?  Because that’s what’s going to make your life enjoyable and meaningful.   Also, once you become old and weak, you’ll not be able to serve God as much or enjoy life as much.  There are “evil days” coming when the body and mind start to fail, and thus the potential for service diminishes.

Can you think of biblical examples of young people who served God?  Jesus, Samuel, David, Paul’s nephew, the boy with the loaves and fishes.

Young believers are often called “the church of tomorrow.”  What do you think about such a description?  It implies that young people will serve God at some point in the future, but not now.  The attitude that puts youth off until maturity is dangerous.  Youth need to be involved in service/ministry as soon as possible.

What can young people do to serve God? Lots of things.  Our youth ministry is designed to give youth plenty of service-oriented activities.  The regular ministry of the church also allows youth to be involved.

Old Age and Death (12:3-7)

Solomon proceeds in this section to give a long series of descriptions of old age, failing faculties, and death.  He urges his readers to “remember” their Creator before the weaknesses and limitations of old age arrive. The onset of old age is pictured under a wide variety of metaphors.

when the keepers of the house shall tremble  arms and hands tremble?

the strong men shall bow themselves      bad back, legs bend, knees totter

the grinders cease because they are few    grinders=teeth, can’t chew

those that look out of the windows be darkened   eyes lose sight, cataracts

And the doors shall be shut in the streets   lips stay shut

when the sound of the grinding is low    little grinding/chewing is possible

he shall rise up at the voice of the bird    little noise awakens him—can’t sleep

all the daughters of music shall be brought low;    can’t enjoy music anymore

they shall be afraid of that which is high, and fears shall be in the way     fear of heights and traffic?  Can’t find his way home.

the almond tree shall flourish     almond trees have white “hair” when in bloom

the grasshopper shall be a burden      a normally springy animals slow down, halting walk

desire shall fail    some trans. desire “caperberry”—a berry used as an appetizer—normal appetites lost

the mourners go about the streets:    funeral service

the silver cord be loosed    spinal cord?

the golden bowl be broken    brain? Head?

the pitcher be broken at the fountain    heart fails and blood flows out

the wheel broken at the cistern.

the dust return to the earth as it was:   body decays and rots

the spirit shall return unto God who gave it.   One’s soul goes to God

What’s the point of this descriptive language? Old age and death come soon enuf.  Serve God and enjoy the benefits of life while there is still time and opportunity to do so. Don’t put off til later what you should do now.
Having warned the young man to make the most of life while he has the faculties to enjoy it, remembering that he is accountable to God for the use of God's gifts, the Teacher reminds him that these gifts and life itself are fleeting. At the moment his faculties are flexible, but as he grows older they will harden and decay. One day all will cease in death, the supreme frustration and apparent meaningless end to life.
  

Are these descriptions primarily negative or positive? Negative.  What words suggest a negative viewpoint?  Tremble, cease, darkened, bring low, fear, burden, fail, mourners, loosed, broken, dust return.

Why do you suppose Solomon was so negative about old age and death?  Because he was likely experiencing it first hand.  The whole book is from the perspective of a frustrated old man looking back over his life of vanity.  Also, remember what we said about the attitude many OT saints had about death—it was a gloomy and dark prospect.

Note that verse 7 asserts that the “spirit returns to God.”  This statement proves that Solomon did not teach “soul sleep” or the equality of man and animals.  Although his body returns to the soil (“dust”), his soul/spirit is personally and consciously with God.

How does Solomon conclude his remarks?  (verse 8)  Vanity of vanities, saith the preacher; all is vanity.  This idea/assertion brackets the contents of the book—found at both the beginning and the end.  All of life is a puzzling enigma.
Excellent Elements (and Twinkling) of Ecclesiastes Eleven and Twelve

1. We should live with eternal values in mind.  Rejoice and enjoy yourself, but keep in mind the final judgment, in which the events of today will be evaluated.  Enjoy the present, but be prepared for the future.

2. We should “remember our creator,” that is, think about God and His claim on our lives, and determine to act in a way that is consistent with God’s character.

3. Old age limits our activities.  We will eventually lose the privilege of working for God here on earth.  We should determine to serve God while we still have the desire and abilities to do so.  

4. Life is a puzzling enigma.  The best thing for us to do is trust God.

For Further Discussion:

1. Why is it that young people often don’t make serving God a priority?  Other things seem to be more important; they think they have plenty of life in front of them for that; they’ve been told that they have no place of service.
2. How does the idea of judgment temper how one pursues enjoyment?  Before seeking pleasure, one will think about what God wants.  One might ask, “Is this rewardable or punishable behavior?”
3. Why is it significant that this advice comes from Solomon?  He was a very wise person; this comes at the end of his life—he’s got good perspective and experience.  It’s almost like he’s saying that he wishes he had served God more as a young man.
Lesson 12: Ecclesiastes 12:9-14

The Conclusion of the Whole Matter

When all else fails, read the instructions.

Anonymous


We’ve finally arrived at the end of Ecclesiastes.  The book concludes with a paragraph that reinforces several of the main points of the book—seek wisdom, fear God, be prepared for judgment.  Although it is usual to treat the last words of the book as the comment of a disciple, they could be by the Teacher himself, who, in spite of personal failings, must have retained the gift of wisdom, which he had asked for and obtained for the benefit of his people (2:9; cf. 1 Kings 3:9-12; 4:29-34). The summary here is especially important, since commentators have tried to interpret the book as the thoughts of a skeptic.  Obviously, the Teacher is sometimes skeptical; but God is real to him, and he believes that God has revealed his will to mankind.
  

Verse 9 says that Solomon “pondered and searched out and set in order many proverbs” (NIV).  How many proverbs did Solomon write? (see 1 Kings 4:32)   Solomon composed “three thousand proverbs: and his songs were a thousand and five.”
Goads and Nails (12:11)

What is a “goad”?  A goad is something that pushes or prods, like a whip for a horse or a switch to move a donkey along.  In the OT, a goad was usually a wooden rod with a sharp iron point used to direct oxen.  The verb “to goad” means to motivate or influence.
How are the words of Solomon like goads?  Their wise teachings are to goad their readers to action.  The wise sayings provide motivation to learn.  They keep one on the right path, heading the right direction.  

The author also states that the words of the wise are like nails.  What’s the comparison here? Nails fasten one thing to another and provide stability.  Shepherds used long nails to fasten their tents to the ground.  Wise words “fasten” wisdom to us.  They give us stability, strength and anchorage.  They should stick in our memory like a nail stuck in a board.  Other texts talk about the Word being “engrafted” and “planted” in us.  Same idea.  

What the author means by the “masters” (lit. “lords” or “heads”) of “assemblies” (or “collections”), and their relationship to the nails, is not clear.  Translations handle the passage in different ways and various interpretations are possible.  Depending on how one renders the passage, the words (the collected sayings) are like nails, or those who masters these collection of wise sayings are like nails.  

KJV:  The words of the wise are as goads, and as nails fastened by the masters of assemblies, which are given from one shepherd.  

NIV:  The words of the wise are like goads, their collected sayings like firmly embedded nails-- given by one Shepherd.

NASB: The words of wise men are like goads, and masters of these collections are like well-driven nails; they are given by one Shepherd.
Verse 11 is important as well because the author claims that the words are “given by one Shepherd.”  God is often described as the Shepherd of Israel (Gen 49:24; Ps 23:1; 80:1).  Hence, the author is claiming inspiration for the book, and that it is worthy to be a part of Scripture.

Books (12:12)

What advice does the author give us in verse 12?  of making many books there is no end; and much study is a weariness of the flesh.  

What’s strange about this statement?  This statement is found in a book.  The author just wrote a book, and now he says that there are too many of them.  Plus he’s advocated study and instruction previously.  

What’s the author’s point?  This seems to be a warning against going beyond what God has written, or a warning against seeking wisdom in other books.   It’s a warning against the vast amount of literature that is a waste of time for the reader who is concerned to find the truth.

A Final Word of Advice (12:13-14)

The last two verses aptly conclude the whole book.  What two things are we commanded to do?  Fear God and keep His commandments.  These should be our highest priorities.

The author gives us two reasons to obey—what are they?  This is the whole (duty) of man; God will bring every work/deed into judgment.

The last part of verse 13 is normally translated “for this is the whole duty of man” (KJV, NIV).  You’ll note that the word “duty” is in italics, meaning it was added by the translators. The literal Hebrew, “This is all mankind,” is the equivalent of “This is what man is made for” or “This is the whole duty of man.”  Thus, mankind’s whole purpose for existence can be wrapped up in these words: fear God and keep His commands.  Similar to the West. Confession—glorify God and enjoy Him forever.

Note the Quote:  The “fear of the Lord” is that attitude of reverence and awe that His people show to Him because the love Him and respect His power and His greatness.  The person who fears the Lord will pay attention to His Word and obey it.  He or she will not tempt the Lord by deliberately disobeying or by “playing with sin.”  An unholy fear makes people run away from God, but a holy fear brings them to their knees in loving submission to God.

The last verse in the book asserts that God will bring man into judgment for his deeds.  Man knows enough to be held responsible for what he does or fails to do. His life day by day is to be lived as in the sight of God, who has given him the opportunity to fulfill God's purpose for that day. His actions, as well as the secret intentions of his heart, are open to God and one day will be opened up for reward or punishment (cf. 3:17; 11:9b).

Exquisite Concepts from the Conclusion of Ecclesiastes

1. God’s Word is like a goad—it provides motivation and keeps one on the right path, heading the right direction.  Those who master it find stability and strength.

2. God’s Word is filled with wisdom.  Any “wisdom” contrary to biblical wisdom is a waste of time.

3. The whole duty of man, the purpose for his existence, is to fear God and to obey His commands.

4. God will bring every person into judgment.  All people will give an account for their behavior, and they will be rewarded or punished accordingly.  This fact should motivate us to live godly lives.

Conclusion: Solomon struggled with many serious issues—success and failure, wealth and poverty, work and leisure, oppression and pleasure, life and death.  At times, he seems downright depressed, puzzled, and cynical about life “under the sun.”  He questions whether it’s worth going on.  Yet at the end of the book, theology provides the answers to his most difficult problems.  What profit is there in living?  What does a man get for all his labor?  The ultimate in success and profitability in life is found in recognizing the authority and sovereignty of God over all things.  Fearing God and obeying Him are the primary duties in life.

We should learn this important lesson from one of the wisest men who ever lived.  Whatever situation crosses your path, strive to employ Solomon’s final bit of advice —fear God and keep His commands.

For Further Discussion:
1. Why are the concluding statements of Ecclesiastes so important?  1.  Because they show us that Solomon was not a skeptic at the end of his life.  He came to the right conclusions after discussing all the puzzling matters that disturbed him;  2.  Because the theology of the conclusion sheds light on some of the puzzling statements earlier in the book.
2. If someone should ask you, “What is the Book of Ecclesiastes about?” what would you say?  (I.e., how would you summarize the content of the book?)  Ecclesiastes is a sermon/message by Solomon that explores various puzzling and difficult issues in life.  The overall message of the book is to fear and obey God, trust that God knows what he’s doing, acknowledge your own limitations, set the right priorities, enjoy your life, and prepare for judgment.
I lie just to be real, and I'd die just to feel...


why do the same things keep on happening?...


because beyond my hopes there are no feelings...


everybody's lost just waiting to be found...


everyone's a thought just waiting to fade...


because beyond my hopes there are no reasons.


- Smashing Pumpkins (rock group)





The Fear of the Lord





These words appear several times in the book.  This fear is not an attitude of terror, but rather a commitment of the total being to trust and believe the living God.  The one who fears God dreads nothing more than God's disfavor.  Such a worshiper wants nothing more than to know the living God intimately and submit to his will.


Kaiser, p. 82.





What is the Providence of God?





The providence of God is that normal control that God exerts over all things at all times so that the universe behaves according to God's will. God's providence operates behind the scenes, ordering all events, even seemingly minor ones. Theologians usually recognize two aspects of providence—God's work of preserving, maintaining, and sustaining His creation; and God's work in guiding and governing the course of events to fulfill His purposes. Chance, fate and luck have no power in a universe controlled by God's providential oversight.
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