
Introduction to Ecclesiastes 

(July 15, 2007) 

 

This evening, we introduce our study of the 

OT book of Ecclesiastes. The title “Ecclesiastes” 

comes from that of the Septuagint 

“jEkklhsiasthv",” which is connected to the Greek 
“ejkklhsiva” meaning an “assembly” from which 
comes our word “church” and “Ecclesiology.” The 

Septuagint’s title comes from the Hebrew word, 

Qoheleth, translated, “Preacher” in the NASB. 

“The Hebrew word designates a leader who speaks 

before an assembly of people. The NIV translation 

‘Teacher’ is also a good one.”
1
 “The 

commentators sometimes treat the Hebrew word 

qohelet (‘Preacher’; 1:1–2, 12; 7:27; 12:8–10) as a 

proper name.
1
 However the fact that the article is 

present on the Hebrew word in 12:8, and perhaps 

in 7:27, seems to indicate that qohelet is a title: 

‘the preacher’ or ‘the teacher.’”
2
 

Author: Traditionally Solomon has been 

regarded as the preacher, though he is never 

mentioned by name in the book. According to 

Ryrie, Martin Luther rejected his authorship. 

“Solomonic authorship of Ecclesiastes was 

generally accepted until the Age of the 

Enlightenment (17th century) when the use of 

literary and historical criticism and linguistic 

analysis led to its general abandonment by 

scholars of all persuasions, including such noted 

conservative commentators as E.W. Hengstenberg, 

Franz Delitzsch, Edward J. Young, and H.C. 

Leupold.”
3
 Still most, “Jewish and Christian 

interpreters believed Solomon was the writer until 

the eighteenth century.”
4
 Gleason Archer has 

effectively refuted the linguistic argument: “See 

Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, 

s.v. ‘Ecclesiastes,’ by Gleason L. Archer; and his 

‘The Linguistic Evidence for the Date of 

“Ecclesiastes,”’ Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society 12:3 (Summer 1969):167-

81.”
5
 Archer has added that, “Ecclesiastes is 

unique, unlike that of any Hebrew literary work 

from any preexilic or postexilic period.”
6
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“The case for non-Solomonic authorship is 

weak and inconclusive: (1) Although Solomon is 

not named, it is most likely that ‘the son of David’ 

(1:1) was understood as David’s immediate 

successor rather than a later descendant. (2) 

Autobiographical data, expressed in the first 

person, certainly fits Solomon (1:16; 2:4–9; 7:26–

29; 12:9; cf. 1 Kin. 3:12; 4:20–34; 10:23–27). (3) 

The phrase translated ‘was king’ in 1:12 can just 

as well be translated ‘have been king,’ indicating 

that Solomon was writing late in his life, as Jewish 

tradition claims. (4) Martin Luther rejected 

Solomonic authorship because of ‘impressions’ 

drawn from allusions to exilic and postexilic 

conditions. These conditions to which he 

apparently referred (cf. 4:13–16; 6:2, 3; 9:13–18) 

probably existed late in the Solomonic era as well. 

(5) There are no linguistic phenomena which 

cannot be attributed to Solomon, and the 

arguments for a later date on this basis are 

inconclusive…(6) There is remarkable affinity in 

expressions and phraseology within Proverbs, 

Song of Solomon, and Ecclesiastes.”
7
 

Date: Accepting Solomonic authorship 

obviously places the writing of the book in his 

lifetime, but probably near the end of it, around 

935 BC. “We do not know how old he was when 

he embarked on this philosophical quest for truth, 

but apparently he was an older man when he wrote 

this diary of it (1:12; 11:9). Eventually Solomon 

did get his sights above the sun; this seems evident 

from the fact that the greater part of three books of 

the Bible are attributed to him. However, the sin 

and failure which clouded the closing years of his 

life remind us how seriously a believer can 

backslide, and how imperfect even the most 

brilliant types of the Lord Jesus are.”
8
 Dr. 

Constable says, “Assuming that Solomon wrote 

the book in its entirety, he must have done so 

during his lifetime and probably during his reign 

(971-931 B.C.). It has seemed probable to some 

expositors that he may have written Song of 

Solomon in his youth, Proverbs in his middle life, 
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and Ecclesiastes in his old age (cf. 2:1–11; 11:9; 

12:1). This theory rests on the contents of the three 

inspired Bible books that he evidently wrote, 

specifically clues in these books about the age of 

their writer.”
9
 

Walter Kaiser adds, “Ecclesiastes is best 

placed after (Solomon’s) apostasy, when both his 

recent turmoil and repentance were still fresh in 

his mind.”
10
 

Purpose: To show that life viewed merely 

and only from earth’s perspective is utterly devoid 

of any meaning whatsoever. So Glenn says that 

Solomon “intended to demonstrate empirically to 

people the insecurity of all human effort to provide 

any real meaning, value, or significance to their 

lives ‘under the sun’ and to drive them to trust in 

God alone.”
11
  

Theme: “The theme of Ecclesiastes…is 

announced both at the beginning (1:2) and the end 

(12:8) of the book and is often echoed throughout 

(e.g., 1:14; 2:11, 17, 26; etc.). The author (‘the 

Teacher’) declared that everything is 

‘meaningless’ (NIV) or ‘vanity’ (KJV, RSV, NASB). 

This includes toil (1:14; 2:11, 17; 4:4, 7-8), 

wisdom (2:15), righteousness (8:14), wealth (2:26; 

5:10; 6:2), prestige (4:16), pleasure (2:1-2), youth 

and vigor (11:10), life (6:12; 7:15; 9:9), and even 

the future after death (11:8). The word heb_el, 
translated ‘meaningless,’ elsewhere refers 

concretely to a breath, a wind, or a vapor (e.g., 

Prov. 21:6; Isa. 57:13). In Ecclesiastes several 

phrases are used parallel to heb_el: ‘chasing after 
the wind’ (Ecc. 1:14; 2:11, 17, 26; 4:4, 16; 6:9), 

‘no advantage’ (3:19; cf. 5:11; 6:8), ‘nothing . . . 

gained’ (2:11; cf. 2:22; 3:9; 5:16; 6:11). Thus 

metaphorically this Hebrew word means what is 

unsubstantial or without real value. Occasionally it 

also refers metaphorically to some other 

characteristics of wind or vapor: (a) what is 

fleeting or transitory (cf. 6:12 where it is parallel 

to ‘few’ [days] and ‘days he passes through like a 

shadow,’ 3:19; 7:15; 9:9; 11:10); (b) what is 

enigmatic or perplexing (cf. 6:2; 8:10, 14); or (c) 

what is unseen and obscure (cf. 11:8).”
12
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“The Book of Ecclesiastes was written in a 

literary form with which we are not very familiar, 

employing considerable irony. To grasp its 

meaning one must first concentrate on the message 

of futility in the prologue (1:2–11), then study the 

summary and critique in the epilogue (12:8–14, 

especially vv. 13, 14), and finally the refrain with 

its exhortation to enjoy life by faith in spite of our 

inability to understand it all (2:24; 3:12, 13, 22; 

5:18, 19; 8:15; 9:7–9). 

One purpose of the book is to establish the 

utter futility of a philosophy of life not centered on 

God (i.e., with values based upon earthly 

possessions and ambitions). To seek personal 

happiness as one’s foremost goal is sheer folly. 

The recurring use of the term ‘vanity’ (see 1:2, 

note) vividly expresses the complete futility of 

seeking happiness through one’s own pursuit of 

wealth, knowledge, or possessions. Furthermore, 

the author offers comfort and practical counsel in 

showing the godly in Israel how to meet their 

difficulties and problems. 

The scarlet thread of redemption is present 

even in this most unusual book. Solomon, as no 

other man, had the world at his feet—unlimited 

wealth and possessions (2:8), the finest education 

and intellectual brilliance (1:16), the highest in 

position and public acclaim (2:4–6), and 

unrestricted opportunity for the pursuit of pleasure 

(2:3). Yet, having tried all the world had to offer, 

he testifies that man can gain the whole world and 

yet discover that he has gained nothing…The 

author ends his treatise with the assurance that 

only in God can one find true happiness and 

fulfillment. The author presents his struggles 

frankly and honestly, as he wrestles continually 

against the problems and dilemmas of life. On the 

one hand, he warns concerning the snares and 

testings of the ‘ruler of this world,’ i.e., Satan, 

who would use even the blessings of God, such as 

wisdom, wealth, and position, to bring man to his 

own destruction by enticing him to trust in the 

blessings themselves instead of in the One who 

bestows the blessings (2:11). On the other hand, 

he presents a wise admonition for man to look 

upon life as the arena of opportunity to prepare for 

eternity (12:1–7, 13, 14; cf. Luke 12:15–21, 35–

48) by relating himself to the Creator-God of 

redemption. In the climactic last chapter 
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pessimism becomes optimism, futility is replaced 

with fulfillment, and idleness gives way to 

responsibility.”
13
 

Dr. Constable leaning on G. Campbell 

Morgan offers this analysis of the message of the 

book: 

“I believe that the message of 

Ecclesiastes is essentially a positive one. 

This may seem strange since the vanity of 

various human endeavors is such a major 

theme of this book. Nevertheless the total 

statement that Solomon made was positive. 

He was saying, I believe, that even 

though every human endeavor lacks 

ultimate value, we should live life in the 

fear of God (i.e., with the proper 

recognition of Him). Furthermore we 

should enjoy life maximally as a gift from 

God. Ecclesiastes 12:13 is very similar to 

Proverbs 1:7 and 3:5–6. In both these 

books, as well as in Job, the fear of God is 

the prerequisite for successful living here 

and now. 

The difference between Ecclesiastes 

and Proverbs is that in Ecclesiastes the 

emphasis is on the inability of every human 

endeavor to provide ultimate value. In 

Proverbs the emphasis is on the 

comparative value of living in the fear of 

God. 

Solomon’s attitude is very important 

for us to grasp to understand this book. He 

never lost sight of God’s existence. He was 

not an atheist or even an apostate. The fact 

that Solomon kept God in view throughout 

the book enabled him to see that all is 

vanity under the sun. The person who 

disregards God does not say that. For him 

what is under the sun is all that is 

meaningful. 

I do not believe Solomon did 

everything he said he did in rebellion 

against God. Some things were acts of 

disobedience, but many other things were 

experiments in living designed to discover 

the relative value of various experiences. 
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The major revelations of the book are 

three. 

First, Ecclesiastes reveals that every 

human endeavor lacks ultimate value. All 

is vanity in that sense. 

Solomon stated this thesis in 1:2. 

Then Solomon supported his thesis 

with examples he took from nature (1:3–

11). 

Next Solomon appealed to various 

human achievements to apply his thesis. 

He did this first by citing his own personal 

experiments and observations on this 

subject (1:12–2:17). Then he referred to 

facts observable by all people that confirm 

the same conclusion (2:18–6:9). 

Solomon next showed that every 

human endeavor lacks ultimate value by 

reminding us of the limits of human 

wisdom (6:10–11:6). He supported these 

assertions also with empirical evidence 

(what people experience generally in life). 

God’s will will indeed happen. However 

man does not know God’s plan fully. 

Therefore man does not know exactly what 

will happen. 

The second major revelation of this 

book is that people should live life in the 

fear of God and enjoy life as much as they 

can. This is really Solomon’s practical 

conclusion to the truthfulness of the thesis 

that he proved in 1:3–11:6. 

Since death is coming we should enjoy 

life now, not in disregard for God, but in 

the fear of God (11:7–8). 

We should enjoy life in our youth 

while at the same time remembering that 

God will judge our lives (11:9–10). 

Moreover we should behave responsibly in 

our youth since old age is coming (12:1–7). 

The third major revelation of the book 

is its statement of what true wisdom is 

(12:13). God intends people to rejoice, but 

to remember God and to live with 

recognition of Him (cf. Prov. 3:5–6). 

Failing to fear God will result in a life of 

vanity. To fear God and live in harmony 
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with His will will result in a life of 

fullness. 

Let me point out some implications of 

the teaching of this book. 

Conviction results in conduct that 

produces character. That is a basic reality 

of life regardless of what one’s convictions 

may be. When we have a conviction that 

God exists and we live under His loving 

authority, our conduct will be obedience to 

His will. Furthermore responsibility and 

joy will mark our character. However if we 

believe that God either does not exist or is 

not worth consideration, our conduct will 

be disregard of His will, and vanity will 

mark our character. 

To dethrone God is to lose the key to 

life. We may pursue many human 

endeavors, but all we will find is vanity, 

lack of ultimate fulfillment. On the other 

hand if we enthrone God we will enter into 

the fullness of life (John 17:3; Ps. 

16:11).”
14
 

 That is an excellent summary statement 

even if one does not fully accept every 

statement. 
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