
I Intro. (July 22, 2007) 

 As soon as the writer identifies himself, he 

gets down to the business of the theme of his book 

(Ecc. 1:1-2). The question is concerning the 

ultimate value of what a man does in this life 

(1:3). He immediately shows through various 

examples of the endless circles of nature that there 

is no value in anything a man does (1:4-11). 

 

II The Writer and Theme, the Statement, the Proof 

(Ecc. 1:1-11) 

 A. The writer and theme (1:1-2) 

  1. (vs. 1) “The words” is an 

expression easily passed by, but ultimately these 

are the words of God, making them a part of the 

Word of God the Bible. That calls for our 

attention. We ought to contemplate the meaning of 

those words, which in some cases are not easy to 

bear. We might easily discover that much of what 

we had hoped in will bring us nothing in the end. 

If so, we ought to hope in something else (1Tm. 

6:17). 

 Now the words are those “of the preacher, 

the son of David, king in Jerusalem,” who was 

“prob. = Sol., the pseudonym of book of Ec.,”
1
 as 

we have already seen in our introductory material, 

which see. There is no reason to suppose that 

anyone else wrote this book at any other time than 

that designated there. This is Solomon’s wisdom, 

so it is God’s wisdom from whom he received it.  

“The term ‘Preacher’ (Heb. qohelet, NIV 

‘Teacher’) refers to a wise sage who taught the 

Israelites God’s will. Along with the priests and 

prophets, the teachers were those through whom 

God communicated His Word to His people.”
2
 

2. (vs. 2) This is the cry of the 

preacher and it is the theme of the book: “Vanity 

of vanities,” says the Preacher, “Vanity of 

vanities! All is vanity.” The repetition is for 

emphasis. The phrase, “vanity of vanities” is a 

“Hebraism for the most utter vanity.”
3
 The 

Hebrew word hebel or havel translated “vanity” 

means, “‘vapor’ or ‘breath,’”
4
 and so here “lit. 

Elsewhere always…fig. of what is evanschent 

(sic), unsubstantial, worthless, vanity.”
5
 It occurs 
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thirty-eight times in thirty verses in Ecc., and five 

times in this verse alone (cf. 1:2 [5x], 14; 2:1, 11, 

15, 17, 19, 21, 23, 26; 3:19; 4:4, 7, 8, 16; 5:7, 10; 

6:2, 4, 9, 11, 12; 7:6, 15; 8:10, 14; 9:9 [2x]; 11:8, 

10; 12:8 [3x])! Perhaps the central idea is 

“‘meaningless.’ As Solomon used this word in 

Ecclesiastes he meant lacking real substance, 

value, permanence, or significance.”
6
 “Michael V. 

Fox…thought ‘absurd’ or ‘absurdity’ best 

translates this word.”
7
 He probably had this 

definition of absurd in mind; “the view that there 

is no order or value in human life or in the 

universe.”
8
 Hubbard said, “Hebel stands more for 

human inability to grasp the meaning of God’s 

way than for an ultimate emptiness in life,”
9
 but 

the reason for this emptiness is the failure to bring 

God’s perspective to the whole of life. Without 

that, life is indeed ultimately empty. 

 This “vanity” is comprehensive, “All is 

vanity.” “All” has reference “to the activities of 

life”
10
 as viewed merely from earth’s perspective 

“under the sun” (vs. 3b), not all created things in 

and of “themselves, for God maketh nothing in 

vain (1Ti 4:4, 5), but (they are) vain when put in 

the place of God and made the end, instead of the 

means (Ps 39:5, 6; 62:9; Mt 6:33); vain, also, 

because of the ‘vanity’ to which they are 

‘subjected’ by the fall (Ro 8:20).”
11
 “If this life is 

all, if death draws a final curtain on human 

existence, then life is nothing but a vapor—

unsubstantial and evanescent,”
12
 meaning, 

“tending to vanish like vapor,”
13
 not merely 

impermanent, but “a quick vanishing and an airy 

or fragile quality.”
14
 

This is a vital and extremely important 

proclamation. Every believer ought to hear it, but 

it would be helpful to any unbeliever as well. For 

he is on a treadmill to nowhere according to 

Solomon insofar as this life is concerned. Some 

unbelievers have acknowledged as much. Take 

existentialist Albert Camus for example; “In 
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1942…appeared Camus’ philosophical essay LE 

MYTHE DE SISYPHE. It starts with the famous 

statement: ‘There is only one really serious 

philosophical question, and that is suicide. 

Deciding whether or not life is worth living is to 

answer the fundamental question in philosophy. 

All other questions follow from that.’ Camus 

compares the absurdity of the existence of 

humanity to the labours of the mythical character 

Sisyphus, who was condemned through all eternity 

to push a boulder to the top of a hill and watch 

helplessly as it rolled down again. Camus takes the 

nonexistence of God granted and finds meaning in 

the struggle itself.”
15
 Solomon would take issue 

with the latter, of course. There is no meaning in 

the “struggle itself.” All is vanity, i.e., 

meaningless, if bereft of God and His perspective 

on all of life (Ecc. 12:13). Camus’ world was 

bereft of God, for as stated, he “takes the 

nonexistence of God (for) granted.”
16
 For such a 

person there is no hope until he rectifies that view 

of things. We have little reason to believe that 

such ever happen to Camus because he “died at 

the age of forty-six in a car accident near Sens 

(pronounced ‘ses’?), France.”
17
 Similarly “It was 

H. L. Mencken who said: The basic fact about 

human experience is not that it is a tragedy, but 

that it is a bore. It is not that it is predominantly 

painful, but that it is lacking in any sense.”
18
 

B. The question concerning the ultimate 

value of what a man does in this life (1:3). 

  1. (vs. 3) Solomon confronts the 

question without delay. It is asked in rhetorical 

form, which challenges the reader to immediately 

acknowledge the apparent answer. So Solomon is 

seeking to draw the reader into the thoughtful 

exchange. He asked, “What advantage does man 

have in all his work which he does under the sun?” 

This turns one’s mind to what a hard day’s labor 

looks like in the stultifying heat of a withering 

middle eastern sun. “Under the sun” is a phrase 

that occurs twenty-nine times in twenty-seven vv. 

in Ecc. (1:3, 9, 14, 2:11, 17, 18, 19, 20, 22; 3:16; 

4:1, 3, 7, 15; 5:13, 18; 6:1, 12; 8:9, 15 [bis], 17; 

9:3, 6, 9 [bis], 11, 13; 10:5), and “simply means 

‘on the earth,’ that is, in terms of human 
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existence,”
19
 that is, “in this life, as opposed to the 

future world.”
20
 

After such days are strung together for a 

lifetime, what is the “advantage” to the worker? 

“Advantage” translates the Hebrew (@wrot]YI - yit_roÆn), 
occurring ten times in nine vv. (1:3; 2:11, 13 [bis]; 

3:9; 5:9, 15; 7:12; 10:10, 11 - not all are trans. in 

the NASB) is “unique to the Book Ecclesiastes,”
21
 

“refers literally to what is left over (a gain or a 

profit) or metaphorically to what is advantageous 

or of benefit.”
22
 It deals with the question of what 

is “the chief good (Mt 16:26). Labor is profitable 

in its proper place (Ge 2:15; 3:19; Pr 14:23).”
23
 

There is clearly a relative good in it as compared 

to laziness, but in light of death without the 

consideration of God, both are equally useless and 

worthless. There is no advantage whatsoever, but 

mere vanity (vs. 3) instead. That is the expected 

negative answer to his rhetorical question. 

C. Various examples of the endless circles 

of nature show that there is no value in anything a 

man does (1:4-11). 

 1. (vs. 4) It is proven true by the 

ephemeral nature of man’s sojourn on this globe. 

Any of a number of synonyms describe man’s 

temporariness here, “transient, transitory, 

ephemeral, momentary, fugitive, fleeting, (and) 

evanescent.”
24
 We are all aware that, “a generation 

goes and a generation comes,” and also that 

seemingly by contrasting comparison, “the earth 

remains forever.” It is of no comfort that a 

generation varies in length (Gen. 15:16 - four 

generations covered over four hundred years) 

because ours is generally the shortest in history. 

“Apart from revelation, we might think 

that the present earth will last forever”
25
 (cf. Ps. 

104:5; 119:90), but from Rev. 21:1; Ps. 102:26, et 

al, we know better. Solomon is speaking merely 

and solely from things as they appear from the 

earth, under the sun. “The point is that since man 

is not permanent it is obvious that his work cannot 
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be either.”
26
 Even the pyramids and the Great Wall 

of China are gradually crumbling. 

 2. (vs. 5) “The second fact 

Solomon cited in support of his thesis is the 

ineffectiveness of labor, demonstrated by nature’s 

ceaseless activity. Mere activity in and of itself 

produces nothing of ultimate value.”
27
 Also 

nothing is fundamentally altered in nature by 

anything that man does in his labor. Nature’s 

“work” is never done, nor is ours, i.e., “People’s 

work is similar to the aspects of nature cited in 

these verses. In nature there are many things that 

recur in a cyclical pattern. They are never 

complete. For example, we never have a rainstorm 

that makes it unnecessary to have any more 

rainstorms (cf. Job 36:27–28).”
28
 

Interestingly Solomon understood the sun’s 

circuitous route relative to the earth. Once it rises, 

circles across the sky, then sets, it has to hasten “to 

its place” in the east to rise “there again.” 

 3. (vs. 6) Wind provides an 

additional example of the seeming futility in the 

natural realm picturing the non-profit status of 

man’s effort. First it blows “toward the south,” 

then “toward the north,” keeping on “swirling 

along,” it continues on “its circular courses” until 

it finally “returns.” That is exactly what wind 

does. It pictures man circular activities beautifully; 

they are ultimately never complete and are always 

devoid of ultimate meaning. Also man’s activities 

do not change the wind, nor does man find 

meaning from the wind, but both reflect the other 

in a sense. 

  4. (vs. 7) Remarkably Solomon 

understood the water cycle, as did Job (36:27-28): 

“For He draws up the drops of water, they distill 

rain from the mist, which the clouds pour down, 

they drip upon man abundantly.” One would 

expect that as the “rivers flow into the sea,” it 

would become “full,” and someone would have to 

stop the flow. Such is not the case because, “to the 

place where the rivers flow, there they flow 

again.” Because of evaporation, the sea is never 

full, and the rivers can flow seemingly forever, 

never failing either to have a source of water or a 
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place to deposit it. So the job of the river is never 

complete, nor is man’s ever complete.  

5. (vs. 8) “Next Solomon argued 

that what is observable in the rounds of nature is 

also true of all human endeavor.”
29
 That “All 

things are wearisome” is just another way of 

saying that all is vanity (vs. 2) and without 

advantage (vs. 3). That “man is not able to tell it,” 

that is, man is not willing to face that fact that all 

is futile, or perhaps, “‘man cannot express’ all the 

things in the world which undergo this ceaseless, 

changeless cycle of vicissitudes,”
30
 which is 

equally futile. “The eye and ear are two of the 

taskmasters for which man toils,”
31
 yet, “The eye 

is not satisfied with seeing, nor is the ear filled 

with hearing.” 

6. (vs. 9) The reason for this that 

there is “nothing new under the sun.” Solomon 

explained, “that which has been is that which will 

be, and that which has been done is that which will 

be done” (Ecc. 1:10; 2:12; 3:15; 6:10). What 

might immediately be in view here is nature itself 

offering satisfying explanations for the meaning of 

life (1:5-7). There is nothing coming from that 

source. 

In one sense then, the Athenians were on a 

futile pursuit, “Now all the Athenians and the 

strangers visiting there used to spend their time in 

nothing other than telling or hearing something 

new” (Acts 17:21). 

  7. (vs. 10) When Solomon asked, 

“Is there anything of which one might say, ‘See 

this, it is new’?” he was implying that indeed 

something new is needed to satisfy the deepest 

longings of men’s hearts. That is not to be found 

under the sun in the closed context of earth’s 

history. Whatever we find, it has “Already it has 

existed for ages which were before us.” “Solomon 

was not overlooking inventions and technological 

advances that have resulted in civilization’s 

advancement through the centuries. Nevertheless 

these have been only innovations, not basic 

changes. Man still struggles with the same 

essential problems he has always had.”
32
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  8. (vs. 11) That men continue to 

hold out hope of finding a satisfying answer as to 

why he is on earth, or if he supposes that is has 

found it, as Camus said that he had found meaning 

in the struggle, it is only because, “There is no 

remembrance of earlier things.” Moreover men 

will never learn because when future things have 

passed into history, “there will be for them no 

remembrance among those who will come later.” 

 

III Conc. 

 All is vanity! There is no advantage in 

anything that man does. This is illustrated in the 

cycle of generations, and in the repetitions in 

nature itself. There is nothing either in history nor 

nothing new in the future that will ever satisfy 

man’s heart. 


