
  
Introduction to Ecclesiastes

'Life is useless' (GNB); this is the message with which Ecclesiastes begins and ends. On the other hand, many verses and sections express quite orthodox wisdom teaching or statements of faith in God. What is the relationship between the pessimistic statements and the orthodox ones?
One possibility is that the pessimistic statements are how matters look from an earthly perspective; the orthodox statements are the believer's statements of faith. But the pessimistic side is rather too strong all through the book for this view to be quite correct. Another view is that Ecclesiastes is in the Bible to picture the darkness into which the gospel would eventually shine. But the author hardly saw it that way, and anyway this view seems to underplay the book's statements of faith.
More likely the book has two kinds of significance for us. One is that it warns us not to think that we have the truth all buttoned up: it is a protest, like that of Job, against over-simplified truths. The other is that it constitutes Scripture's permission to doubt. Believers do go through periods when biblical truth seems full of holes, though they recognise that there are no better answers than the biblical ones. It challenges us not to hide either from the apparent meaninglessness of life 'under the sun' or from the challenge to believe nevertheless in the God who 'gives' (one of Ecclesiastes' very frequent expressipns). As such it makes an unique contribution to the variety of the scriptural message.
The GNB translation of Ecclesiastes is particularly vivid. There is a very useful exposition of Ecclesiastes by Derek Kidner, A Time to Mourn and a Time to Dance (IVP).
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ECCLESIASTES 1:1-18
 ECCLESIASTES 2:1-26
 
 
The preacher' or 'the philosopher' is a kind of pen-name, like those journalists sometimes use ('Watchman' or 'Cassandra', for instance). It tells us an author's aim without revealing who he is. The Hebrew word qohelet (ecdesiastes is the Greek equivalent) actually seems to mean a member or leader of an assembly or congregation. 'Churchman' perhaps conveys the idea. During the first two chapters the author speaks as if he were King Solomon - though he does not actually use this name - because Solomon provides a famous example of the man who had everything (see 1 Kings l-ll).
The basic belief - or unbelief - which runs through the book is simply that life is quite futile (2). The key word used here means a breath, something with no body to it, as insubstantial as a mere puff of wind. This understanding is based first on the fact that human history is a mere endless round of similar experiences, events, achievements, and failures. Of course there is increase in technological complexity and achievement, as we are in a position to underline today. But only a fool regards that as the same thing as progress. There is no growth in real wisdom. The world gets no further on.
If anyone understood the world, it was Solomon (see 1 Kings 3: 4; 10). But here 'Solomon' testifies that the search for wisdom on the basis of what you can see in this world leads up a blind alley. As far as answering ultimate questions is concerned, wisdom is no more helpful than foolishness (17).
The more clearly we can see that this Churchman is right about the world and about the human endeavour to understand it, the more deeply we will appreciate God's words of revelation and his acts of redemption.
 After the intellectual's blind alley (1:13-18) we are conducted down the playboy's blind alley or the blind alley of achievement (2:l-12a); for Solomon was also the great womaniser, fortune-builder, empire-builder, city-builder, ship-builder, and temple-builder (see 1 Kings 4-11). If experience and achievement can give life meaning, he will know. So vs. l-12a relate his testimony on this matter. (The word for 'park' in v.5 is 'paradise'; with the reference to fruit trees, this suggests he was trying to create his own Garden of Eden). See also 4:4-16 for more on this theme.
But the blind alley not only fails to lead to the place you were seeking. It actually makes you aware of something worse, of the intellectual's dead end (12b-17) and the playboy's dead end or the dead end of achievement (18-26). 'You can't take it with you.' Mind, body, and energy ultimately end up nowhere but the grave, which thus makes them as substantial as candy-floss even while you still enjoy them.
So 'Solomon' looks over the brink of despair. But he steps back from this brink because he acknowledges that there is some value in the things he has tried. Wisdom cannot give ultimate meaning, but it is not useless. (Note the comments about wisdom in vs. 13, 14a, which GNB shows are really proverbs that he quotes in order to qualify them.) Enjoyment and achievement are relatively worthwhile, they are God-given, and they have to be accepted for what they are, not rejected altogether (24, 25). But we have to face up to the fact that how far we 'make it' does not entirely depend on us. We can't necessarily see why God favours some people and not others (26; GNB assumes that 'sinner' means here one who fails to find favour with God, and it thus makes smoother sense of the verse as a whole).
For thought: Are you inclined to overvalue or to undervalue human thought, human pleasure, and human achievement?
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ECCLESIASTES 3:l-22
 ECCLESIASTES 5:1-20
 
Our view of the world and life when we are able to look at them by firm faith can differ considerably from the way we view them when our faith is burning low.
PURPOSEFUL PROVIDENCE OR MEANINGLESS CHANCE
(3:1-15)? The moving poem in vs. 1-8 could suggest either-it depends on the attitude one brings to it. Sometimes we may only be able to see the gloomy side. Our decisions about how to live our lives, our attempts to affect history (9) seem a mere pretence at exercising responsibility - what actually happens appears to be determined less by these decisions than by God's inscrutable will (10, 11). He makes the decisions, but he keeps their significance secret. He has given man a longing to understand the enigmas of life and of history, but he does not give him the right to fulfil that longing. So we have to accept what we have as from God (including the limitations he places upon us), and allow him thus to shape in us a reverence before him (12-15). Romans 11:33-36 suggests a response to this.
PURPOSEFUL JUDGEMENT OR MEANINGLESS FATE (3:16-4:3)? Again, we can always see situations in which injustice seems to triumph, crime to pay, might to be right. By faith we look at them in the light of God's eventual judgement (17) or his purpose to remind man of how insignificant he is without God (18-22). But if we look at them for too long they can overpower any sensitive spirit and make us wonder whether life is worth living at all (4:1-3). We can only cope with the atrocities of the present by means of a faith based on the God who rescued the oppressed at the exodus and who proved by the resurrection of Jesus that final judgement and eternal life are not mere wishful thinking.
 DO YOU REALLY MEAN IT? It is right for us to be confident of our relationship to God and to feel that we can talk to him as freely as we can to an earthly father. But Ecclesiastes here reminds us (1-7) that this confidence can become carelessness, rashness, presumption, daydreaming, or irreverence. (V.3a probably means that over-busyness means bad dreams - the point though lies in the parallel in v.3b, over-talking means folly.)
IS IT REALLY WORTH IT? Chapters 5:8-6:9 mostly concerns
attitudes to wealth and possessions. Don't fret that some are deprived of wealth: the hierarchy of officialdom is often a hierarchy of corruption, since every exploiter has another above him to protect him. Even at the top there's no complete protection from economic disaster, so the ordinary peasant may be as well off as anyone after all (8, 9). Don't make wealth your ultimate desire: it may not bring more happiness (10-12). Don't save: your savings may be lost, or savings may become an end in themselves - the thrifty man can end up denying himself even basic things such as light at night (13-17). Don't hoard-use: that's what God gives you things for (18-20). Don't hide from facts: never to have possessed at all is better than to have possessed and lost (6:1 -6). Don't be dissatisfied with what you have: it's pointless, and dissatisfaction can keep renewing itself for ever (6:7-9).
For thought: Do Ecclesiastes' words about what we say to God challenge us? Do we believe what he says about money and possessions and if so do we act accordingly? (If we do, we may then have no problem about making promises to Cod and fulfilling them!)
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ECCLESIASTES7:1-14
 ECCLESIASTES 8:1-17
 
WHAT'S THE GOOD? In  6:10-7:24 the Hebrew word for 'good' keeps coming (6:12;7:l, 2, 3, 5, 8, 10, 11, 14, 18, 20)-it's sometimes translated 'better', 'best', 'well', etc. The question set up by 6:10-12 is, 'What's best for a man?' Ecclesiastes has no final answer-he doubts whether man can discover ultimate 'good'. He has to be content with learning from life's experiences that some things are relatively 'better' than others, and he offers us a selection of these in 7:1, 2, 3-4, 5-7, 8-10.
In v. 1, the point lies in the second line (in the first line 'good name' (shem) and 'ointment' (shemen) is a play on words). That sets the tone for what follows! Verse 2 explains it more clearly -we learn more from dwelling on the moment of death than on the moment of birth. Verses 3 and 4 link together-v.4 amplifies v.3. Verses 5-7 link together, too - v.6 amplifies v.5, though v.7 reminds us that even the wise man (5a) can't necessarily be trusted. The theme of v.8 is 'don't count your chickens': it's better to be patient to the end than proud at the beginning (the 'end' no doubt suggests death again). Verses 9 and 10 amplify the virtue of patience.
Verses 11-14 offer Ecclesiastes' usual down-to-earth, realistic estimate of the value of wisdom - it can't answer ultimate questions, change what God has planned, or uncover what God has hidden (13, 14), even though it has some 'utility value' (Kidner) (11, 12). Verses 15-29 amplify this double evaluation of wisdom.
For thought: Given that the Bible elsewhere is quite clear on 'what's good' for a man (e.g. Deut. 30:9, 15; Ps. 73:28; Matt. 7:11; 2 Tim. 1:14), what is the significance for us of Ecclesiastes' greater uncertainty about this?
 Much of today's chapter concerns our attitude to the powers that be. Precisely because they are the powers that be, we have to adapt to them rather than being able to insist on their adapting to us. This involves us in several tensions.
The tension between what we can see and what we can say (1-9). On the one hand we maybe able to see the wise thing to do (1). On the other we are committed to loyalty (2) and are well advised to recognise the realities of the situation (3, 4). So we have to keep our eyes open for the right moment to speak (5, 6) -not wasting our insight by trying to insist on it at the wrong moment. Verses 7-9 take us into some of Ecclesiastes' typical deeper reflections on the tension he feels over mere human limitations.
The tension between what will be or should be and what is (10-14). Verse 9 suggests the transition to thinking of people in power who are wilfully oppressive rather than simply a little pigheaded. Why are things in the world the way they are (10, 11)? Yes, in the long term they will work out in a just way (12, 13). The trouble is that the long term often seems not merely to be a long time coming, but for some people, never to come at all (14).
The tension between a positive and a negative attitude to this life (15-17). It's impossible to pretend that all this abuse isn't there and that we can find the ultimate answer to 'why?'. But it's impossible to give in to total pessimism - that would be to forget what 'God has given under the sun'. So we are left with a qualified acceptance of this life, which refuses to hide from either set of facts.
For thought: How do you feel these tensions in your own experience?
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ECCLESIASTES 9:1-18
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ECCLESIASTES 11:1-10
 
In vs. 1-12, Ecclesiastes gives us a particularly extended treatment of a topic that recurs often and underlines much of his concerns: death. It is often noted that the facts about death arc the one thing that we find it most difficult to face up to (and thus to talk about). But Ecclesiastes insists that we do. Death is unavoidable - whoever you are you should not fool yourself that you are an exception (2). Thus it is indiscriminate - it treats alike those who seem to deserve better and those who seem to deserve worse (3a). And it is unpredictable - no one knows when his time will come (11, 12).
But what is it like to be dead? It is to have nothing to hope for (4), nothing to achieve, no one to acknowledge you (5), to have no feelings (6), nothing to do and no way of thinking or learning (10). People sometimes wonder if heaven will be boring, but boredom characterises the realm of death itself. The realism of Ecclesiastes is striking given the hope of afterlife that other middle eastern religions of the day had.
So what attitude is one to take to life and death? Ecclesiastes rejects the idea of indulging in a frenzy of activism or high living, pretending to escape from what cannot be escaped (3). He does not even consider the alternative of suicide. He believes in accepting the life we do have as God's gift. Food and drink, clothes and adornment, love and work are the good things God does give us, even though he deprives us of answers to all our questions (1).
For thought: Would Ecclesiastes have said anything differently if lie had lived after Christ's resurrection? If so. what?




In this last but one chapter Ecclesiastes offers us some final advice concerning this - worldly wisdom.
Take initiatives, but make allowance for what you cannot foresee (1-6). You have to accept the unpredictability of life without being paralysed by it: it's no good failing to allow for unforeseeable surprises, but it's no good making the element of 'chance' in life an excuse for doing nothing. 'Nothing ventured, nothing gained'; 'better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all': 'Don't put all your eggs in one basket'; these are English equivalents to Ecclesiastes' maxims. (V. I seems to refer to foreign trading, which will yield a profit eventually: v.2 probably suggests spreading your investments; v.3 refers to contingencies you cannot foresee: v.4 warns against waiting for ever for the ideal conditions in which to do something; vs.5 and 6 remind us of the limitations of our knowledge - we have to act. nevertheless.)
Live in the present, but bear the future in mind (7-10). Ecclesiastes offers parallel advice about enjoyment of life in general. You have to accept that life is transient, without being depressed by it. It's no good failing to take account of death and judgement which must determine how we approach life, but it's no good being so overwhelmed by the sombre facts that you cease to enjoy life.
Ecclesiastes implies that there is a sense in which self-interest is a right attitude for us to take - that attitude is only wrong when we let it involve trampling on the interests of others. It also implies that death has to be taken with the utmost seriousness - only then can we truly value either this life or the life to come.
For thought: Am I more inclined to worry about what might happen or to be careless? To take too many Initiatives or not enough? To be too sober or too frivolous?
15
Tuesday October 12
   
ECCLESIASTES 12:1-14


The final chapter opens with Ecclesiastes' most moving and poetic piece. It fits the overall atmosphere of his work that it is a description of old age and death. It begins with how old age literally feels (Ib) but then moves to a more metaphorical picture. Old age is like the gloom of November with the sky overcast even when it is not actually raining (2), or like the decaying of a stately house whose owners and staff are in decline (3, 4a). It means you can be startled by a sparrow but unable to enjoy music as it plays (4b), your step is uncertain and your hair is white like almond blossom (5a), your agility is lost and your sexual desire is gone (5b). You seem to see nothing but funerals (Ask not for whom the bell tolls: it tolls for thee) (5c), each a reminder that the moment of death itself is near, the moment when the thread of life is snapped (6), and when the person returns whence it came (7). Ecclesiastes' conclusion is characteristic (8); this is where he began (1:2).
But that is not Ecclesiastes' only comment. He begins this prose poem with a different inference. If that is where life leads, a man had better remember his Creator before that - not behave as if he could live for ever. To 'remember' involves more than it might at first seem to. In the Bible when God remembers us, it means he keeps us in mind and does something about our need (or our sin). When we remember God, it means we acknowledge his majesty, take account of him in the way we live, and trust him as our Lord. The fact of death ought to make a difference to life now.
In the light of the challenge to pay serious heed to Ecclesiastes (9-14), review your reading of his book to see which particular of these 'goads' (11) ought to stimulate you to a change of attitude or behaviour.
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