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The Preacher 
 

An Introduction to Ecclesiastes 
 

 
 
  
Preface 
 

When I was a Senior in high school, I decided to take a 
few A.P. (Advanced Placement) classes. I knew I wanted to 
go to college, and I wanted to try and test out of a few 
classes. There was nothing that I wanted to test out of more 
than English. The thought of another literature class drove 
me crazy. So, because I still had to take something, I took 
A.P. English not realizing what I was getting myself into.  

The thing is, I hated reading! I was a very slow reader. I 
was easily distracted. I found it truly the most boring thing 
in the world. Then there was the fact that many of the books 
that were assigned were by the likes of Jane Austin and 
Emily Brontë. The girls all loved it. Me … not so much. 
When it came time to our final paper, I knew I was in deep 
trouble. Our assignment was to read ten different books, do 
ten annotated bibliographies, and pick one for the biggest 
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paper I would ever write up to that point. The thought 
haunted me for months. There’s no way I could do that.  

Then, one day, it struck me. While the English-nerd 
masochists in the class were busy reading the fifteen-
hundred-page War and Peace and Les Misérables, maybe I 
could fudge a little by finding a way to read some books that 
were a bit shorter. I can only tell you two of the books I chose, 
and I was astonished that my English teacher let me read 
them, first because of the content and second, because of the 
length. Both were books of the Bible. I didn’t ask if I could 
read The Bible as one of the books, I asked if I could read Job 
(this was the book I ended up doing my final paper on … in 
a public high school). The second was even more astonishing. 
In the Bible I read at the time, it was the ten-page book 
Ecclesiastes (I really did get credit for that being one of my ten 
books). 

Now, I admit that my motives were tainted. But 
thinking back on it, there’s no question I had an interest in 
the Bible. I recently found a 30 page, small-font NT 
concordance that I had created (not knowing such a thing 
even existed) in late Jr. High or early High School on my 
dad’s Apple II+ computer messing around on his VisiCalc 
software. I’ve also always been a guy who tried to push the 
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boundaries, in this case, I wanted to see if I could get away 
with reading the Bible in public school. To my 
astonishment, my teacher (who I believe was a Catholic), 
was very helpful and encouraging about it. I honestly 
couldn’t believe it worked!  

That reading of Ecclesiastes probably changed my life. I 
found it fascinating, challenging, and illuminating. I ended 
up leading my first-ever Bible lesson for a group of fellow 
high schoolers on it during two consecutive youth group 
Wednesdays in this very building, just outside the double 
doors where the old piano and all those chairs are located. It 
quickly became my favorite book.  
 
Introduction to Ecclesiastes 
 

Theme and Purpose 
 

Given that the second verse of the book says, “Vanity of 
vanities! All is vanity” (Ecc 1:2), this was an unusual favorite 
for someone my age. I was maybe 17 years old. I didn’t 
exactly find myself hanging out with friends who thought 
like that in high school! In fact, I still don’t find a lot of 
people who think like that nearly 35 years later. And yet, 
this theme is very much the bookend of the book as the only 
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two times we read in the entire Bible, “Vanity of vanities! 
All is vanity” is the second verse of the book and seven verses 
from the end of the book (12:8), and the last verse before its 
conclusion.  

And yet, though it is a book about futility, as you read 
it, you start to wonder if it its content is negative or positive, 
pessimistic or optimistic. This is the case because even though 
the edges of the book are about vanity, the center (5:18-20) 
is about happiness (see below). Hence, we find a paradox 
which allows different readers to see different things. So for 
example, in their famous primer How To Read The Bible For 
All It’s Worth, Fee and Stewart say, “[One of us] understands 
Ecclesiastes to be an expression of cynical wisdom, which 
serves as a kind of ‘foil’ regarding an outlook on life that 
should be avoided: [the other one of us] understands the 
book more positively, as an expression of how one should 
enjoy life under God in a world in which all die in the end.”1  

This makes Ecclesiastes an “enigmatic book.”2 As Luther 
said, “One of the most difficult” in all of Scripture.3 It takes 

 
1 Gordon D. Fee and Douglas K. Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, 3rd ed. (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 243. 
2 August H. Konkel and Tremper Longman III, Cornerstone Biblical Commentary, Vol 6: Job, 
Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 2006), 253. 
3 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 15: Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Last Words of 
David, 2 Samuel 23:1-7, ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann, 
vol. 15 (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1999), 7. You can read it here: David E. 
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wisdom, a word that appears nearly 30 times, to figure it 
out. It is a book all people need to read. In fact, the famed 
OT scholar Walter Kaiser thinks the book is to be viewed as 
a missionary outreach to Gentile peoples through the channel 
of wisdom, so that they might “straighten out their thinking, 
acting, values, and preparation for their eternal destiny.”4 
Gleason Archer thinks the book was written, “To convince 
men of the uselessness of any world view which does not rise 
above the horizon of man himself.”5 Stuart Olyott suggests 
the way it is written “leaves us hungry to know God.”6 The 
ESV Study Bible suggests that the main theme is “the 
necessity of fearing God in a fallen, and therefore frequently 
confusing and frustrating, world.”7  The end of the book 
confirms all these things as it says, “The end of the matter; 
all has been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments, 
for this is the whole duty of man. For God will bring every 

 
Prince, “Introduction to the Ecclesiastes of Solomon: Martin Luther,” Prince on Preaching 
(June 9, 2018). https://www.davidprince.com/2018/06/09/introduction-to-the-ecclesiastes-of-
solomon-martin-luther/.  
4  Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Coping with Change: Ecclesiastes (Ross-shire, Scotland: Christian 
Focus, 2013), Kindle edition. This was first published as Ecclesiastes: Total Life, Everyman’s 
Bible Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1979), see pp. 32—33.  
5 Gleason L. Archer, Jr., A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, rev. ed. (Chicago: Moody 
Press, 1974), 475. 
6 Stuart Olyott, A Life Worth Living and A Lord Worth Loving, Welwyn Commentary Series 
(Hertfordshire, UK: Evangelical Press, 1983), 13—14. 
7 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 1193. 
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deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good 
or evil” (Ecc 12:13-14). 
 
Author 
 

The author of Ecclesiastes calls himself, “The son of 
David, king in Jerusalem” (Ecc 1:1). Most have attributed it, 
along with most of Proverbs and the Song of Songs to king 
Solomon. “In later rabbinic tradition, the Song of Songs was 
written by Solomon in his youth, Proverbs in his prime, and 
Ecclesiastes in his old age.” 8  As William Barrack has 
demonstrated, no one in history better fits the author, 
according to the words of Ecclesiastes itself, than Solomon:9 

 
WISDOM Ecclesiastes 1:16 1 Kings 3:12 
WORKS Ecclesiastes 2:4–6 1 Kings 5:13–18;7:1–8; 9:17–19 
WEALTH Ecclesiastes 2:7–9 1 Kings 10:14–20 
WORDS Ecclesiastes 12:9–10 1 Kings 4:32 
WOMEN Ecclesiastes 2:10; 9:9 1 Kings 11:3 

 

 
8  William P. Brown, Ecclesiastes, Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for Teaching and 
Preaching (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2000), 11. 
9 William D. Barrick, “Ecclesiastes: The Philippians of the Old Testament,” Bereans Adult 
Bible Fellowship (Placerita Baptist Church, 2010), 
http://drbarrick.org/files//studynotes/Ecclesiastes/Ecclesiastes03PBC.pdf. I’ve added the fifth 
row on “women.” While not mentioning multiple women specifically (it could be implied by 
Ecc 2:10), there are deep relationships here with the Song of Solomon. See Peter Leithart, 
“Solomon’s Sexual Wisdom,” Patheos (Nov 29, 2017), 
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/leithart/2017/11/20070/.   
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However, Solomonic authorship has not gone 
unchallenged. Long ago, Didymus the Blind (313-398) said, 
“Actually the Spirit is the author of the divinely inspired 
Scriptures. The Spirit inspires so that words are expressed, 
but the wise man is also involved. For the Spirit has not 
himself invisibly written the letter and put down the text, 
but he breathes it into the soul. Either the real author is 
Solomon, or some [other] wise men have written it. Maybe we 
should opt for the latter so that nobody may say that the 
speaker talks about himself” (Commentary on Ecclesiastes 7.9).10 
 
Canonicity, Literature, and Structure 
 

Ecclesiastes is grouped in our Bibles with the “Wisdom 
Literature” (Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of 
Solomon). This follows the order in Jerome’s Vulgate. 
However, in the Masoretic canon, Ruth, Lamentations, and 
Esther are grouped with the Song and Ecclesiastes to give us 
the Five Megillot (“Scrolls”), a smaller group within the 
Ketuvim (“Writings”). Together, these five form a chiasm 
where Ruth, a Gentile coming from a foreign land and 
marries an Israelite, saves David’s line from failure, stays in 

 
10  In J. Robert Wright, ed., Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Ancient Christian 
Commentary on Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 192. 
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Israel, and becomes an emissary between Naomi and Boaz is 
similar to Esther (worst charge), a Jew who is taken to a 
foreign land and marries a Gentile, saves the Jewish people 
from genocide by staying in that land and becoming an 
emissary between the king and Mordecai. The Song (best 
song) follows the positively charged Ruth and is related to 
Lamentations (worst song) which comes before the 
negatively charged Esther. Ecclesiastes, the only book of the 
five that lacks a woman character, teaches us how to view 
this crazy mixed up world and is therefore placed in the 
middle.11  

 

Ruth 
Song of Songs 

Ecclesiastes 
Lamentations 

Esther 
 

This arrangement in the canon leads nicely to 
considering the arrangement of the book itself. As is typical 
of most modern commentaries, we can organize Ecclesiastes 
into a linear outline, the simplest of which is divided into 
two main parts and goes something like this: 

 
11 Timothy J. Stone, The Compilational History of the Megilloth, Forschungen zum Alten 
Testament 2. Reihe 59 (Tübingen. Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 206-07. See also the review 
by James M. Hamilton Jr., “Review of The Compilational History of the Megilloth by Timothy 
J. Stone,” Themelios 39, no. 3 (2014): 530. 
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Title (1:1) 
Initial poem (1:2–11) 

I. Koheleth’s investigation of life (1:12–6:9) 
II. Koheleth’s conclusions (6:10–11:6) 

Introduction (6:10–12) 
A. Man cannot find out what is good for him to do (7:1–

8:17) 
B. Man does not know what will come after him (9:1–

11:6) 
Concluding poem (11:7–12:8) 
Epilogue (12:9–14)12 

 
However, like the placement of the book itself in the 
original canon, and like the two-part outline seems to itself 
hint at, many have understood Ecclesiastes, with its identical 
beginning and ending, to be chiastic, the most studied of 
which suggest the center in 5:18-20, a text that describes 
how we are to “Enjoy the moment,” 13  because life is 
fleeting.  
 

 
12 Michael V. Fox, Ecclesiastes, The JPS Bible Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society, 2004), xvi. This is very similar to Mercedes Garcia Bachmann, “A Study of Qoheleth 
(Ecclesiastes) 9:1-12,” International Review of Mission 91 (2002): 383. 
13 Choon Leong Seow, Ecclesiastes: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 
vol. 18C, Anchor Yale Bible (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2008), 217. 
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A. 1:1-11 
B. 1:12-2:11 

C. 2:12-23 
D. 3:24-3:12 

E. 3:16-22 
F. 4:1-6 

G. 4:7-5:12 
H. 5:13-17 

I. 5:18-20 
H’.  6:1-12 

G’.  7:1-8:7 
F’.  8:8-15 

E’.  8:16-9:10 
D’. 9:11-12 

C’. 9:13-10:3 
B’. 10:4-20 

A’. 11:1-12:814 
 
Summarizing the meaning of this structure, one scholar, 
keying in on the word “to see” as the way he breaks up the 
sections concludes that the structure emulates life itself. 
“The central exhortation for joy (the fourth of seven) is also 
the center of the book, and perhaps the central message as 
well: Life begins in darkness (or vanity…) and ends in 
darkness, in the center is life which one should enjoy, since 

 
14 Tzemah Yoreh, “Symmetrical Structures in the Writings; Ecclesiastes Symmetries 
English,” Biblical Symmetries, http://www.biblecriticism.com/symmetrical_structures.html. 
Also (though totally in Hebrew) Tzemah Yoreh, “Happiness, What is it Worth?” Beit Mikra 
46 (2002): 353-370. https://www.academia.edu/18513265/Happiness_what_is_it_worth. 
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there is no divine reward or retribution.”15In this way, the 
book follows life itself. 

The genre of Ecclesiastes is mixed. It is autobiographical, 
hence, this is what Solomon himself saw about life as he 
looked back on his own failures, always being guided by 
wisdom, even through the stupidity and disobedience that 
he so often committed. Because he is a king, it is also a Royal 
Testament. This is similar to Proverbs as a kind of genre 

 
15 Tzemah Yoreh, “Symmetrical Structures in the Writings; Introduction: The Structure of 
Ecclesiastes,” Biblical Symmetries, 
http://www.biblecriticism.com/symmetrical_structures.html.  
     Several other studies have seen something similar, although they are either focusing in on a 
smaller part of the text or have a larger center (which allows for this more detailed study). 
David Dorsey, The Literary 
Structure of the Old 
Testament: A Commentary 
on Genesis — Malachi 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 1999), 192-198. 

Griselda Banks, “Finding 
Joy in Money: A Chiastic 
Outline of Ecclesiastes 
5:8-6:9,” slideplayer.com 
https://slideplayer.com/sl
ide/6007121/.  

Sidney Greidanus, Preaching 
Christ from Ecclesiastes: 
Foundations for Expository 
Sermons (Grand Rapids, MI; 
Cambridge, U.K.: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2010), 147. 

A. Title: Author mentioned in 
third person (1:1) 
   B. The brevity and insignificance 
of life (1:2-2:26) 
      C. Wisdom’s failure to discover 
life’s meaning (1:12-2:26) 
         D. Regarding time (3:1-15) 
            X. Fear God (3:16-6:12) 
         D’ Time revisited (7:1-14) 
      C’ Wisdom’s failure revisited 
(7:15-10:19) 
   B’ Life’s brevity revisited (10:20-
12:8) 
A’ Conclusion: Author mentioned 
in third person (12:9-14) 

 

 

 

See also Seow, Ecclesiastes, 217; James M. Hamilton Jr., God’s Glory in Salvation through 
Judgment: A Biblical Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 319; David C. Fredericks, 
“Chiasm and Parallel Structure in Qoheleth 5:9-6:9,” Journal of Biblical Literature 108:1 
(Spring, 1989): 17-35; Thomas Krüger, Qoheleth, trans. O. C. Dean, Hermeneia 
Commentary Series (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 118. 
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known especially in Egypt where “a king, relates his 
experiences to his son and gives advice applicable to him in 
particular.” 16  It also contains much narrative, framed in 
Solomon’s own voice. Reading it as narrative is important 
in light of the last kind of genre, which is maxims and proverbs. 
These are short, timeless truths which are framed in the real-
life context of Solomon’s own life which is he is reflecting 
on as he is close to death. Narrative gives the proverbs 
historical context. 

As such, we get a very personal book which reflects 
upon the gambit of life (including cosmology, 
anthropology, sociology, ethics, time, philosophy, wisdom, 
work, family, food, good, pleasure, wealth, poverty, 
suffering, evil, birth, life, death, judgment, and much more), 
using a multitude of repetitive words like “good” (52x); 
“wisdom/wise” (52x); “God” (40x); “heart” (40x); 
“vanity/emptiness” (38x), “time” (37x), “trouble” (33x), 
“evil” (30x), “under the sun” (29x), “live/life” (26x), 
“rejoice/joy” (17x), “give/gift” (12x), “eat and drink” (6x), 
all from a theological point of view which reflects deeply 
upon God’s involvement as sovereign, gracious, eternal, 

 
16 Fox, Ecclesiastes, xiii. 
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creator, omniscient, omnipotent, preserver, and the one 
whom we are to worship.17 

 

 
 

As such, this is a book much needed in the modern world of 
Christianity which so often denies that the secular arena of 
life is good, which always seems to be attempting to escape 
the world, to live in a Christian bubble, and to demand that 
everything must be Christianized in order to be worth any 
kind of value. Ecclesiastes sets us straight.  
 
Title 
 

Finally, it does this through “the Preacher.” In the first 
and second verses, we see that these are “the words of the 

 
17 This chart and the list of word occurrences is in Barrick.  
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Preacher … Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher.” Preacher is 
Qoheleth in Hebrew (from qahal, meaning “assembly”). In 
Greek, this translates into Ekklēsiastēs. Hence, the title of the 
book is Ecclesiastes or sometimes Qoheleth—Preacher. 
Now, as Didymus,18  Origen (200-254),19  and Gregory of 
Nyssa (335-394)20 all rightly noted, this Preacher-King Son 
of David of Ecclesiastes is a type of Christ. And as Gregory 
also rightly understood, in Christ is hidden all the treasures 
of knowledge and wisdom (Col 2:3).21 Evagrius of Pontus 
(345-399) even said, “Ecclesiastes [Preacher] is Christ, the 
author of that knowledge.” 22  Christ is in fact found 
throughout the book, from the beginning as the Preacher 
inspiring the preacher through the Holy Spirit (compare Ecc 
11:5 and John 3:8), at the end as the Judge before whom we 
must all appear (compare Ecc 12:14 and 2Cor 5:10), and in 
the middle as the one who takes a meaningless toil in life that 
profits nothing, and gives us resurrected life so that we 
might live lives of meaning here and now.23 

 
18 Didymus the Blind, Commentary on Ecclesiastes 5.2. 
19 Origen, Commentary on the Song of Songs, Prologue. 
20 Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on Ecclesiastes 1-2. 
21 Gregory, Homilies 2. 
22 Evagrius of Pontus, Scholia on Ecclesiastes 1.1.1. 
23 Thought inspired by Greidanus, 38 and Gregory and Ambrose (333-397), Flight from the 
World 1.4. 
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As such, and since this is the words of a preacher, and since 
this is a sermon, there can be no better way to conclude our 
time than by having the preacher himself preach to us, that 
we might learn wisdom and how we might live and die well, 
as godly people in this crazy, fallen world.24  
 
 

Ecclesiastes (ESV) 
 
1 The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king 

in Jerusalem.  
Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher,  
vanity of vanities! All is vanity.  
What does man gain by all the toil  
at which he toils under the sun?  
A generation goes, and a generation comes,  
but the earth remains forever.  
The sun rises, and the sun goes down,  

 
24 Luther makes some interesting comments about how deeply abused this book has been in 
church history, due in part to bad translations, but more due to their own twisted proclivities. 
Just one excerpt: “But no one has abused this book more wickedly than those schools of 
theologians who have twisted the passage (9:1) ‘Man does not know whether he deserves love 
or hate’ to apply to the conscience in relation to God. They have twisted it in such a way that 
they utterly destroyed the consciences of all with their torture. They completely extinguished 
the certainty of faith in Christ and all knowledge of Christ, teaching and inculcating nothing 
more religious upon suffering hearts than to tell them that they must be in doubt and 
uncertainty about the grace and love of God toward us, regardless of how blameless our lives 
may be.24 Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 15, 3—4. 
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and hastens to the place where it rises.  
The wind blows to the south  
and goes around to the north;  
around and around goes the wind,  
and on its circuits the wind returns.  
All streams run to the sea,  
but the sea is not full;  
to the place where the streams flow,  
there they flow again.  
All things are full of weariness;  
a man cannot utter it;  
the eye is not satisfied with seeing,  
nor the ear filled with hearing.  
What has been is what will be,  
and what has been done is what will be done,  
and there is nothing new under the sun.  
Is there a thing of which it is said,  
“See, this is new”?  
It has been already  
in the ages before us.  
There is no remembrance of former things,  
nor will there be any remembrance  
of later things yet to be  
among those who come after.  
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I the Preacher have been king over Israel in Jerusalem. 
And I applied my heart to seek and to search out by 
wisdom all that is done under heaven. It is an unhappy 
business that God has given to the children of man to be 
busy with. I have seen everything that is done under the 
sun, and behold, all is vanity and a striving after wind.  

What is crooked cannot be made straight,  
and what is lacking cannot be counted.  
2 I said in my heart, “I have acquired great wisdom, 

surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before me, and my 
heart has had great experience of wisdom and 
knowledge.” And I applied my heart to know wisdom and 
to know madness and folly. I perceived that this also is but 
a striving after wind.  

For in much wisdom is much vexation,  
and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow.  
 
I said in my heart, “Come now, I will test you with 

pleasure; enjoy yourself.” But behold, this also was 
vanity. I said of laughter, “It is mad,” and of pleasure, 
“What use is it?” I searched with my heart how to cheer 
my body with wine—my heart still guiding me with 
wisdom—and how to lay hold on folly, till I might see 
what was good for the children of man to do under heaven 
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during the few days of their life. I made great works. I 
built houses and planted vineyards for myself. I made 
myself gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of 
fruit trees. I made myself pools from which to water the 
forest of growing trees. I bought male and female slaves, 
and had slaves who were born in my house. I had also 
great possessions of herds and flocks, more than any who 
had been before me in Jerusalem. I also gathered for 
myself silver and gold and the treasure of kings and 
provinces. I got singers, both men and women, and many 
concubines, the delight of the sons of man.  

So I became great and surpassed all who were before 
me in Jerusalem. Also my wisdom remained with me. And 
whatever my eyes desired I did not keep from them. I kept 
my heart from no pleasure, for my heart found pleasure in 
all my toil, and this was my reward for all my toil. Then I 
considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had 
expended in doing it, and behold, all was vanity and a 
striving after wind, and there was nothing to be gained 
under the sun.  

 
So I turned to consider wisdom and madness and 

folly. For what can the man do who comes after the king? 
Only what has already been done. Then I saw that there is 
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more gain in wisdom than in folly, as there is more gain in 
light than in darkness. The wise person has his eyes in his 
head, but the fool walks in darkness. And yet I perceived 
that the same event happens to all of them. Then I said in 
my heart, “What happens to the fool will happen to me 
also. Why then have I been so very wise?” And I said in 
my heart that this also is vanity. For of the wise as of the 
fool there is no enduring remembrance, seeing that in the 
days to come all will have been long forgotten. How the 
wise dies just like the fool! So I hated life, because what is 
done under the sun was grievous to me, for all is vanity 
and a striving after wind.  

 
I hated all my toil in which I toil under the sun, seeing 

that I must leave it to the man who will come after me, 
and who knows whether he will be wise or a fool? Yet he 
will be master of all for which I toiled and used my 
wisdom under the sun. This also is vanity. So I turned 
about and gave my heart up to despair over all the toil of 
my labors under the sun, because sometimes a person who 
has toiled with wisdom and knowledge and skill must 
leave everything to be enjoyed by someone who did not 
toil for it. This also is vanity and a great evil. What has a 
man from all the toil and striving of heart with which he 
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toils beneath the sun? For all his days are full of sorrow, 
and his work is a vexation. Even in the night his heart does 
not rest. This also is vanity.  

There is nothing better for a person than that he 
should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This 
also, I saw, is from the hand of God, for apart from him 
who can eat or who can have enjoyment? For to the one 
who pleases him God has given wisdom and knowledge 
and joy, but to the sinner he has given the business of 
gathering and collecting, only to give to one who pleases 
God. This also is vanity and a striving after wind.  

 
3 For everything there is a season, and a time for every 

matter under heaven:  
a time to be born, and a time to die;  
a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted;  
a time to kill, and a time to heal;  
a time to break down, and a time to build up;  
a time to weep, and a time to laugh;  
a time to mourn, and a time to dance;  
a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones 

together;  
a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from 

embracing;  
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a time to seek, and a time to lose;  
a time to keep, and a time to cast away;  
a time to tear, and a time to sew;  
a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;  
a time to love, and a time to hate;  
a time for war, and a time for peace.  
 
What gain has the worker from his toil? I have seen 

the business that God has given to the children of man to 
be busy with. He has made everything beautiful in its 
time. Also, he has put eternity into man’s heart, yet so that 
he cannot find out what God has done from the beginning 
to the end. I perceived that there is nothing better for 
them than to be joyful and to do good as long as they live; 
also that everyone should eat and drink and take pleasure 
in all his toil—this is God’s gift to man.  

I perceived that whatever God does endures forever; 
nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it. 
God has done it, so that people fear before him. That 
which is, already has been; that which is to be, already has 
been; and God seeks what has been driven away.  

 
Moreover, I saw under the sun that in the place of 

justice, even there was wickedness, and in the place of 
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righteousness, even there was wickedness. I said in my 
heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked, for 
there is a time for every matter and for every work. I said 
in my heart with regard to the children of man that God 
is testing them that they may see that they themselves are 
but beasts. For what happens to the children of man and 
what happens to the beasts is the same; as one dies, so dies 
the other. They all have the same breath, and man has no 
advantage over the beasts, for all is vanity. All go to one 
place. All are from the dust, and to dust all return. Who 
knows whether the spirit of man goes upward and the 
spirit of the beast goes down into the earth? So I saw that 
there is nothing better than that a man should rejoice in 
his work, for that is his lot. Who can bring him to see what 
will be after him?  

 
4 Again I saw all the oppressions that are done under 

the sun. And behold, the tears of the oppressed, and they 
had no one to comfort them! On the side of their 
oppressors there was power, and there was no one to 
comfort them. And I thought the dead who are already 
dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive. But 
better than both is he who has not yet been and has not 
seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun.  
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Then I saw that all toil and all skill in work come from 
a man’s envy of his neighbor. This also is vanity and a 
striving after wind.  

The fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh.  
Better is a handful of quietness than two hands full of 

toil and a striving after wind.  
Again, I saw vanity under the sun: one person who 

has no other, either son or brother, yet there is no end to 
all his toil, and his eyes are never satisfied with riches, so 
that he never asks, “For whom am I toiling and depriving 
myself of pleasure?” This also is vanity and an unhappy 
business.  

Two are better than one, because they have a good 
reward for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up his 
fellow. But woe to him who is alone when he falls and has 
not another to lift him up! Again, if two lie together, they 
keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone? And 
though a man might prevail against one who is alone, two 
will withstand him—a threefold cord is not quickly 
broken.  

Better was a poor and wise youth than an old and 
foolish king who no longer knew how to take advice. For 
he went from prison to the throne, though in his own 
kingdom he had been born poor. I saw all the living who 
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move about under the sun, along with that youth who 
was to stand in the king’s place. There was no end of all 
the people, all of whom he led. Yet those who come later 
will not rejoice in him. Surely this also is vanity and a 
striving after wind.  

 
 5 Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. 

To draw near to listen is better than to offer the sacrifice 
of fools, for they do not know that they are doing evil.  Be 
not rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to 
utter a word before God, for God is in heaven and you are 
on earth. Therefore let your words be few. For a dream 
comes with much business, and a fool’s voice with many 
words.  

When you vow a vow to God, do not delay paying it, 
for he has no pleasure in fools. Pay what you vow. It is 
better that you should not vow than that you should vow 
and not pay. Let not your mouth lead you into sin, and do 
not say before the messenger that it was a mistake. Why 
should God be angry at your voice and destroy the work 
of your hands? For when dreams increase and words grow 
many, there is vanity; but God is the one you must fear.  
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If you see in a province the oppression of the poor and 
the violation of justice and righteousness, do not be 
amazed at the matter, for the high official is watched by a 
higher, and there are yet higher ones over them. But this 
is gain for a land in every way: a king committed to 
cultivated fields.  

He who loves money will not be satisfied with 
money, nor he who loves wealth with his income; this 
also is vanity. When goods increase, they increase who eat 
them, and what advantage has their owner but to see them 
with his eyes? Sweet is the sleep of a laborer, whether he 
eats little or much, but the full stomach of the rich will not 
let him sleep.  

There is a grievous evil that I have seen under the sun: 
riches were kept by their owner to his hurt, and those 
riches were lost in a bad venture. And he is father of a son, 
but he has nothing in his hand. As he came from his 
mother’s womb he shall go again, naked as he came, and 
shall take nothing for his toil that he may carry away in 
his hand. This also is a grievous evil: just as he came, so 
shall he go, and what gain is there to him who toils for the 
wind? Moreover, all his days he eats in darkness in much 
vexation and sickness and anger.  
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Behold, what I have seen to be good and fitting is to 
eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the toil with which 
one toils under the sun the few days of his life that God 
has given him, for this is his lot. Everyone also to whom 
God has given wealth and possessions and power to enjoy 
them, and to accept his lot and rejoice in his toil—this is 
the gift of God. For he will not much remember the days 
of his life because God keeps him occupied with joy in his 
heart.  

6 There is an evil that I have seen under the sun, and 
it lies heavy on mankind: a man to whom God gives 
wealth, possessions, and honor, so that he lacks nothing of 
all that he desires, yet God does not give him power to 
enjoy them, but a stranger enjoys them. This is vanity; it 
is a grievous evil. If a man fathers a hundred children and 
lives many years, so that the days of his years are many, 
but his soul is not satisfied with life’s good things, and he 
also has no burial, I say that a stillborn child is better off 
than he. For it comes in vanity and goes in darkness, and 
in darkness its name is covered. Moreover, it has not seen 
the sun or known anything, yet it finds rest rather than 
he. Even though he should live a thousand years twice 
over, yet enjoy no good—do not all go to the one place?  
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All the toil of man is for his mouth, yet his appetite is 
not satisfied. For what advantage has the wise man over 
the fool? And what does the poor man have who knows 
how to conduct himself before the living? Better is the 
sight of the eyes than the wandering of the appetite: this 
also is vanity and a striving after wind.  

Whatever has come to be has already been named, and 
it is known what man is, and that he is not able to dispute 
with one stronger than he. The more words, the more 
vanity, and what is the advantage to man? For who knows 
what is good for man while he lives the few days of his 
vain life, which he passes like a shadow? For who can tell 
man what will be after him under the sun?  

 
7 A good name is better than precious ointment,  
and the day of death than the day of birth.  
It is better to go to the house of mourning  
than to go to the house of feasting,  
for this is the end of all mankind,  
and the living will lay it to heart.  
Sorrow is better than laughter,  
for by sadness of face the heart is made glad.  
The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning,  
but the heart of fools is in the house of mirth.  
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It is better for a man to hear the rebuke of the wise  
than to hear the song of fools.  
For as the crackling of thorns under a pot,  
so is the laughter of the fools;  
this also is vanity.  
Surely oppression drives the wise into madness,  
and a bribe corrupts the heart.  
Better is the end of a thing than its beginning,  
and the patient in spirit is better than the proud in 

spirit.  
Be not quick in your spirit to become angry,  
for anger lodges in the heart of fools.  
Say not, “Why were the former days better than 

these?”  
For it is not from wisdom that you ask this.  
Wisdom is good with an inheritance,  
an advantage to those who see the sun.  
For the protection of wisdom is like the protection of 

money,  
and the advantage of knowledge is that wisdom 

preserves the life of him who has it.  
Consider the work of God:  
who can make straight what he has made crooked?  
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In the day of prosperity be joyful, and in the day of 
adversity consider: God has made the one as well as the 
other, so that man may not find out anything that will be 
after him.  

In my vain life I have seen everything. There is a 
righteous man who perishes in his righteousness, and 
there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his 
evildoing. Be not overly righteous, and do not make 
yourself too wise. Why should you destroy yourself? Be 
not overly wicked, neither be a fool. Why should you die 
before your time? It is good that you should take hold of 
this, and from that withhold not your hand, for the one 
who fears God shall come out from both of them.  

Wisdom gives strength to the wise man more than ten 
rulers who are in a city.  

Surely there is not a righteous man on earth who does 
good and never sins.  

Do not take to heart all the things that people say, lest 
you hear your servant cursing you. Your heart knows that 
many times you yourself have cursed others.  

All this I have tested by wisdom. I said, “I will be 
wise,” but it was far from me. That which has been is far 
off, and deep, very deep; who can find it out?  
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I turned my heart to know and to search out and to 
seek wisdom and the scheme of things, and to know the 
wickedness of folly and the foolishness that is madness. 
And I find something more bitter than death: the woman 
whose heart is snares and nets, and whose hands are fetters. 
He who pleases God escapes her, but the sinner is taken by 
her. Behold, this is what I found, says the Preacher, while 
adding one thing to another to find the scheme of 
things— which my soul has sought repeatedly, but I have 
not found. One man among a thousand I found, but a 
woman among all these I have not found. See, this alone I 
found, that God made man upright, but they have sought 
out many schemes.  

 
8 Who is like the wise?  
And who knows the interpretation of a thing?  
A man’s wisdom makes his face shine,  
and the hardness of his face is changed.  
I say: Keep the king’s command, because of God’s 

oath to him. Be not hasty to go from his presence. Do not 
take your stand in an evil cause, for he does whatever he 
pleases. For the word of the king is supreme, and who may 
say to him, “What are you doing?” Whoever keeps a 
command will know no evil thing, and the wise heart will 
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know the proper time and the just way. For there is a time 
and a way for everything, although man’s trouble lies 
heavy on him. For he does not know what is to be, for 
who can tell him how it will be? No man has power to 
retain the spirit, or power over the day of death. There is 
no discharge from war, nor will wickedness deliver those 
who are given to it. All this I observed while applying my 
heart to all that is done under the sun, when man had 
power over man to his hurt.  

 
Then I saw the wicked buried. They used to go in and 

out of the holy place and were praised in the city where 
they had done such things. This also is vanity. Because the 
sentence against an evil deed is not executed speedily, the 
heart of the children of man is fully set to do evil. Though 
a sinner does evil a hundred times and prolongs his life, 
yet I know that it will be well with those who fear God, 
because they fear before him. But it will not be well with 
the wicked, neither will he prolong his days like a shadow, 
because he does not fear before God.  

 
There is a vanity that takes place on earth, that there 

are righteous people to whom it happens according to the 
deeds of the wicked, and there are wicked people to 
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whom it happens according to the deeds of the righteous. 
I said that this also is vanity. And I commend joy, for man 
has nothing better under the sun but to eat and drink and 
be joyful, for this will go with him in his toil through the 
days of his life that God has given him under the sun.  

When I applied my heart to know wisdom, and to see 
the business that is done on earth, how neither day nor 
night do one’s eyes see sleep, then I saw all the work of 
God, that man cannot find out the work that is done under 
the sun. However much man may toil in seeking, he will 
not find it out. Even though a wise man claims to know, 
he cannot find it out.  

 
9 But all this I laid to heart, examining it all, how the 

righteous and the wise and their deeds are in the hand of 
God. Whether it is love or hate, man does not know; both 
are before him. It is the same for all, since the same event 
happens to the righteous and the wicked, to the good and 
the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to him who sacrifices 
and him who does not sacrifice. As the good one is, so is 
the sinner, and he who swears is as he who shuns an oath. 
This is an evil in all that is done under the sun, that the 
same event happens to all. Also, the hearts of the children 
of man are full of evil, and madness is in their hearts while 
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they live, and after that they go to the dead. But he who 
is joined with all the living has hope, for a living dog is 
better than a dead lion. For the living know that they will 
die, but the dead know nothing, and they have no more 
reward, for the memory of them is forgotten. Their love 
and their hate and their envy have already perished, and 
forever they have no more share in all that is done under 
the sun.  

 
Go, eat your bread with joy, and drink your wine 

with a merry heart, for God has already approved what 
you do.  

Let your garments be always white. Let not oil be 
lacking on your head.  

Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days 
of your vain life that he has given you under the sun, 
because that is your portion in life and in your toil at 
which you toil under the sun. Whatever your hand finds 
to do, do it with your might, for there is no work or 
thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you 
are going.  

 
Again I saw that under the sun the race is not to the 

swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise, 
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nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to those with 
knowledge, but time and chance happen to them all. For 
man does not know his time. Like fish that are taken in an 
evil net, and like birds that are caught in a snare, so the 
children of man are snared at an evil time, when it 
suddenly falls upon them.  

I have also seen this example of wisdom under the sun, 
and it seemed great to me. There was a little city with few 
men in it, and a great king came against it and besieged it, 
building great siegeworks against it. But there was found 
in it a poor, wise man, and he by his wisdom delivered the 
city. Yet no one remembered that poor man. But I say that 
wisdom is better than might, though the poor man’s 
wisdom is despised and his words are not heard.  

The words of the wise heard in quiet are better than 
the shouting of a ruler among fools. Wisdom is better than 
weapons of war, but one sinner destroys much good.  

10 Dead flies make the perfumer’s ointment give off 
a stench;  

so a little folly outweighs wisdom and honor.  
A wise man’s heart inclines him to the right,  
but a fool’s heart to the left.  
Even when the fool walks on the road, he lacks sense,  
and he says to everyone that he is a fool.  
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If the anger of the ruler rises against you, do not leave 
your place,  

for calmness will lay great offenses to rest.  
There is an evil that I have seen under the sun, as it 

were an error proceeding from the ruler: folly is set in 
many high places, and the rich sit in a low place. I have 
seen slaves on horses, and princes walking on the ground 
like slaves.  

He who digs a pit will fall into it,  
and a serpent will bite him who breaks through a wall.  
He who quarries stones is hurt by them,  
and he who splits logs is endangered by them.  
If the iron is blunt, and one does not sharpen the edge,  
he must use more strength,  
but wisdom helps one to succeed.  
If the serpent bites before it is charmed,  
there is no advantage to the charmer.  
The words of a wise man’s mouth win him favor,  
but the lips of a fool consume him.  
The beginning of the words of his mouth is 

foolishness,  
and the end of his talk is evil madness.  
A fool multiplies words,  
though no man knows what is to be,  
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and who can tell him what will be after him?  
The toil of a fool wearies him,  
for he does not know the way to the city.  
Woe to you, O land, when your king is a child,  
and your princes feast in the morning!  
Happy are you, O land, when your king is the son of 

the nobility,  
and your princes feast at the proper time,  
for strength, and not for drunkenness!  
Through sloth the roof sinks in,  
and through indolence the house leaks.  
Bread is made for laughter,  
and wine gladdens life,  
and money answers everything.  
Even in your thoughts, do not curse the king,  
nor in your bedroom curse the rich,  
for a bird of the air will carry your voice,  
or some winged creature tell the matter.  
 
11 Cast your bread upon the waters,  
for you will find it after many days.  
Give a portion to seven, or even to eight,  
for you know not what disaster may happen on earth.  
If the clouds are full of rain,  
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they empty themselves on the earth,  
and if a tree falls to the south or to the north,  
in the place where the tree falls, there it will lie.  
He who observes the wind will not sow,  
and he who regards the clouds will not reap.  
As you do not know the way the spirit comes to the 

bones in the womb of a woman with child, so you do not 
know the work of God who makes everything.  

In the morning sow your seed, and at evening 
withhold not your hand, for you do not know which will 
prosper, this or that, or whether both alike will be good.  

Light is sweet, and it is pleasant for the eyes to see the 
sun.  

So if a person lives many years, let him rejoice in them 
all; but let him remember that the days of darkness will be 
many. All that comes is vanity.  

Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your 
heart cheer you in the days of your youth. Walk in the 
ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes. But know 
that for all these things God will bring you into judgment.  

Remove vexation from your heart, and put away pain 
from your body, for youth and the dawn of life are vanity.  
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12 Remember also your Creator in the days of your 
youth, before the evil days come and the years draw near 
of which you will say, “I have no pleasure in them”; 
before the sun and the light and the moon and the stars are 
darkened and the clouds return after the rain, in the day 
when the keepers of the house tremble, and the strong 
men are bent, and the grinders cease because they are few, 
and those who look through the windows are dimmed, 
and the doors on the street are shut—when the sound of 
the grinding is low, and one rises up at the sound of a bird, 
and all the daughters of song are brought low— they are 
afraid also of what is high, and terrors are in the way; the 
almond tree blossoms, the grasshopper drags itself along, 
and desire fails, because man is going to his eternal home, 
and the mourners go about the streets— before the silver 
cord is snapped, or the golden bowl is broken, or the 
pitcher is shattered at the fountain, or the wheel broken at 
the cistern, and the dust returns to the earth as it was, and 
the spirit returns to God who gave it. Vanity of vanities, 
says the Preacher; all is vanity.  

 
Besides being wise, the Preacher also taught the 

people knowledge, weighing and studying and arranging 
many proverbs with great care. The Preacher sought to 
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find words of delight, and uprightly he wrote words of 
truth.  

The words of the wise are like goads, and like nails 
firmly fixed are the collected sayings; they are given by 
one Shepherd. My son, beware of anything beyond these. 
Of making many books there is no end, and much study 
is a weariness of the flesh.  

The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God 
and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of 
man. For God will bring every deed into judgment, with 
every secret thing, whether good or evil.  

 
 
Bibliography 
 
Ambrose. Flight from the World. 
 
Archer, Gleason L. Jr. A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, rev. ed. Chicago: 

Moody Press, 1974.  
 
Bachmann, Mercedes Garcia. “A Study of Qoheleth (Ecclesiastes) 9:1-

12.” International Review of Mission 91 (2002): 382-94. https://sci-
hub.ru/10.1111/j.1758-6631.2002.tb00353.x.  

 
Banks, Griselda. “Finding Joy in Money: A Chiastic Outline of Ecclesiastes 5:8-

6:9.” slideplayer.com https://slideplayer.com/slide/6007121/.  
 
Barrick, William D. “Ecclesiastes: The Philippians of the Old Testament.” 

Bereans Adult Bible Fellowship (Placerita Baptist Church, 2010). 
Drbarrick.org. 
http://drbarrick.org/files//studynotes/Ecclesiastes/Ecclesiastes03PBC.pdf.  

 



© Reformed Baptist Church of Northern Colorado and Pastor Doug Van Dorn 
All Rights Reserved 

40 

Brown, Stephen. “The Structure of Ecclesiastes.” Evangelical Review of Theology 
14.3 (1990): 195-208. 

 
Brown, William P. Ecclesiastes. Interpretation: a Bible Commentary for Teaching 

and Preaching. Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2000.  
 
Crossway Bibles. The ESV Study Bible. Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008. 
 
Didymus the Blind. Commentary on Ecclesiastes. 
 
Dorsey, David. The Literary Structure of the Old Testament: A Commentary on 

Genesis — Malachi. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1999. 
 
Evagrius of Pontus. Scholia on Ecclesiastes. 
 
Fee Gordon D. and Stuart, Douglas K. How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, 3rd 

ed. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003. 
 
Fredericks, David C. “Chiasm and Parallel Structure in Qoheleth 5:9-6:9.” Journal 

of Biblical Literature 108:1 (Spring, 1989): 17-35. 
 
Fox, Michael V. Ecclesiastes. The JPS Bible Commentary. Philadelphia: Jewish 

Publication Society, 2004. 
  
Gregory of Nyssa. Homilies on Ecclesiastes. 
 
Greidanus, Sidney. Preaching Christ from Ecclesiastes: Foundations for 

Expository Sermons. Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010. 

 
Hamilton, James M. Jr. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment: A Biblical 

Theology. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010. 
 
______. “Review of The Compilational History of the Megilloth by Timothy J. 

Stone.” Themelios 39:3 (2014): 529-30. 
 
Holder, David. “The Structure of Ecclesiastes.” The 2003 SITS Conference: 1-23. 

http://sitsconference.com/resources/Archives/2003---Ecclesiastes/02---
Structure-Of-Ecclesiastes-Holder.pdf.  

 



© Reformed Baptist Church of Northern Colorado and Pastor Doug Van Dorn 
All Rights Reserved 

41 

Kaiser, Walter C. Jr. Coping with Change: Ecclesiastes. Ross-shire, Scotland: 
Christian Focus, 2013. 

 
______.  Ecclesiastes: Total Life, Everyman’s Bible Commentary. Chicago: 

Moody Press, 1979.  
 
Kamano, Naoto. Cosmology and Character: Qoheleth’s Pedagogy from a 

Rhetorical-Critical Perspective. Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die 
alttestamentliche Wissenschaft. New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2002.  

 
Konkel August H. and Longman, Tremper III. Cornerstone Biblical 

Commentary, Vol 6: Job, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs. Carol Stream, IL: 
Tyndale House Publishers, 2006. 

 
Krüger, Thomas. Qoheleth. Hermeneia Commentary Series Trans. O. C. Dean. 

Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003.  
 
Leithart, Peter. “Solomon’s Sexual Wisdom.” Patheos (Nov 29, 2017). 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/leithart/2017/11/20070/.   
 
Luther, Martin. Luther’s Works, Vol. 15: Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Last 

Words of David, 2 Samuel 23:1-7. Ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. 
Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann, vol. 15. Saint Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1999. 

 
Olyott, Stuart. A Life Worth Living and A Lord Worth Loving. Welwyn 

Commentary Series. Hertfordshire, UK: Evangelical Press, 1983. 
 
Stone, Timothy J. The Compilational History of the Megilloth. Forschungen 

zum Alten Testament 2. Reihe 59. Tübingen. Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 
2013. 

 
Seow, Choon Leong. Ecclesiastes: A New Translation with Introduction and 

Commentary, vol. 18C. Anchor Yale Bible. New Haven; London: Yale 
University Press, 2008.  

  
Wright, J. Robert (Ed.). Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon. Ancient 

Christian Commentary on Scripture. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2005. 

 



© Reformed Baptist Church of Northern Colorado and Pastor Doug Van Dorn 
All Rights Reserved 

42 

Yoreh, Tzemah. “Happiness, What is it Worth?” Beit Mikra 46 (2002): 353-370. 
https://www.academia.edu/18513265/Happiness_what_is_it_worth. 

 
______. “Symmetrical Structures in the Writings; Ecclesiastes Symmetries 

English,” Biblical Symmetries, 
http://www.biblecriticism.com/symmetrical_structures.html. 

 
______. “Symmetrical Structures in the Writings; Introduction: The Structure of 

Ecclesiastes.” Biblical Symmetries, 
http://www.biblecriticism.com/symmetrical_structures.html.  

 
 
 


