
An Overview Of The Bible
Ecclesiastes

I. Introduction
A. The Book of Ecclesiastes is a sermon. There is the announcement of a 

theme, a brief introduction, a thematic development, and a practical 
application in conclusion.

B. The standpoint of the investigation is natural reason. We are meant to 
see where the quest for the chief good leads us when conducted 
simply on the ground of natural experience, observation, and 
induction.

C. In the opening verse (and six times later) the author refers to himself 
as “Koheleth,” which is translated as “The Preacher.” The title 
“Ecclesiastes” comes from the Latin form of the Greek word for a 
preacher.

II. Who Was The Preacher?
A. The argument against Solomon based on words and forms which are 

supposedly only found in post-exilic writings is not compelling. These 
Aramaic words are proven by several scholars to have been in common 
use among the nations around Israel long before then, and we know 
that the widely-read Solomon would have all the available literature of 
that age at his command, not to mention his familiarity with foreigners 
through marriage and diplomacy.

B. In 1:1, the writer stated that he was the son of David, king in 
Jerusalem. In 1:12, the writer stated that he became king over Israel 
in Jerusalem. Because Solomon was the only immediate son of David 
who was king over Israel, reigning in Jerusalem, there can be little 
doubt that he is the one specified. When we compare statements in 
Ecclesiastes with those in the book of 1 Kings, the evidence for 
Solomon’s authorship becomes overwhelming.
1. Ecclesiastes 1:16 with 1 Kings 3:12 which shows Solomon’s 

unrivaled wisdom.
2. Ecclesiastes 2:4-10 with 1 King 10:14-29 which shows Solomon’s 

unrivaled wealth.
3. Ecclesiastes 2:4-10 with 1 Kings 5:13-18 which shows Solomon’s 

huge assortment of servants.
4. Ecclesiastes 2:4-10 with 1 Kings 9:15-24 which shows Solomon’s 

extensive building programs.
5. Ecclesiastes 7:20 with 1 Kings 8:46 which contains the statement, 

“There is no man who does not sin.”



6. Ecclesiastes 7:28 with 1 Kings 11:1-8 which draws the similar 
conclusion that there is not a God-fearing woman among a 
thousand.

7. Ecclesiastes 12:9 with 1 Kings 4:32 which shows that Solomon 
studied, weighed, and arranged his many proverbs.

C. In the book, there is an air of repentance and humility for past 
thoughts and actions. Given the fact that Solomon wrote the book, it 
will be best placed not before his apostasy, for the questions and sins 
of Ecclesiastes did not trouble him then, nor during his years of 
rebellion, for then he had no occasion to use this kind of spiritual 
language. Ecclesiastes is best placed after his apostasy, when both his 
recent turmoil and repentance were still fresh in his mind. There is no 
record that Solomon repented and turned to the Lord, but the 
message of Ecclesiastes suggests that he did. Since Solomon ruled 
from 970 B.C. to roughly 930 B.C., the best date for the book would be 
approximately 940 to 935 B.C.

III. The Outline Of Ecclesiastes
A. The preacher’s text is, “Vanity of vanities; all is vanity.” The question 

he propounds is, “What profit hath a man of all his labour which he 
taketh under the sun?” (1:1-3). This question suggests at the outset 
that the sermon is going to expound on a question, and this is borne 
out when the book is read. Ecclesiastes is the quest of the natural man 
for the chief good in life.

B. The outline.
1. Introduction (1:1-11).
2. The quest by personal experiment (1:12-2:26).

a) The search in wisdom (1:12-18).
b) The search in pleasure (2:1-11).
c) Comparison of the two (2:12-23).
d) An interim conclusion (2:24-26).

3. The quest by general observation (3:1-5:20).
a) The foreordination of the natural order (3:1-22).
b) The ills and enigmas of human society (4:1-16).
c) Advice in view of the foregoing (5:1-17).
d) Second interim conclusion (5:18-20).

4. The quest by practical morality (6:1-8:17).
a) Material possessions cannot satisfy the soul (6:1-12).
b) Expedient morality is advocated (7:1-8:8).
c) There are strange anomalies in life (8:9-14).
d) Third interim conclusion (8:15-17).

5. The quest reviewed and concluded (9:1-12:14).
a) The big evil remains -- one event to all (9:1-6).



b) Mirth, wisdom, morals -- all far the same (9:7-11:8).
c) True good -- a wise enjoyment of the present (11:9-10).
d) Going with faith in God and life beyond (12:1-7).
e) Final conclusion (12:13-14).

C. The present life of man beneath the sun, when considered by itself, or 
when lived for as an end in itself, is vanity; therefore the preacher, in 
his final paragraph, comes right back to where he was when he began. 
It is the thought of the final judgment, and the life beyond, which 
gives the grand significance to life, and the preacher therefore winds 
up his solemn, weighty, wise, and inspired conclusion in 12:13-14.

IV. Is Ecclesiastes Pessimistic?
A. Admittedly, there is a persistent tone of sadness in the discourse, 

because the larger part of it has to do with some of the most somber 
realities in human life. But the facing up to these is not pessimism; it 
is brave honesty.

B. Solomon faces up to all the dark mysteries, and although at first he 
sees only tantalizing ironies and wearying repetitions, as he steadily 
gazes he perceives that through the fixed operations of nature and the 
permitted distortions of human society there moves an all-embracing 
divine control moving toward a future resolution (3:17; 9:1; 12:14).

C. Solomon perceived that God had actually allowed the enigmas of the 
present to remain so that men might be stimulated to think about 
higher subjects (2:25; 3:10; 7:14). The final conclusion was that if we 
honor and obey God we may enjoy a good life with a clean conscience, 
and look forward to a time when all of life’s wrongs will be put right 
(8:5-12; 9:9).

D. This is actually the opposite of pessimism, with its sad idea that life is 
only a deepening shadow, an ill unrelieved by hope, a problem without 
a solution. Although the Creator has subjected this present life to 
“vanity,” He has subjected it in hope. There is a warm light shining 
through the mystery. There is a lot to comfort us in this life, and 
beyond the question mark which overhangs much of the present is the 
exclamation point of a final, divine solution.

V. The Cause And Cure Of Pessimism
A. Ecclesiastes suggests a sermon on the cause and cure of pessimism. 

In its final conclusion, the book, as has been shown, is not pessimistic, 
but many of the sentiments expressed in its argumentative process 
are. There are three causes for this apparent pessimism.
1. Solomon views life selfishly rather than socially. He has lived to get 

instead of give, and he has found what all such persons find; i.e., 
that the more one lives for self, the less earthly possessions satisfy.



2. Solomon views life as apart from God rather than as controlled by 
Him. God is rarely mentioned, and even then only distantly. 
Everything seems in the hands of men.

3. Solomon views life as bounded by the grave rather than as having 
destiny beyond. Man dies as the beast, and although the beasts can 
and do live simply in the present, man cannot do so, for he has 
eternity in his heart.

B. Solomon’s final conclusion is right, but it is far from adequate as a 
motive and power to inspire human conduct. What a different view of 
life we get when we see it through the eyes of the Lord Jesus. There 
was no “vanity of vanities” with Jesus. He came to declare the reality 
of realities -- that there is a divine meaning and purpose running all 
through our human life.

VI. Skepticism And Inspiration
A. Some have said that Ecclesiastes is skeptical. Solomon was supposedly 

skeptical of the present running of the world in 1:8, 12-18; 3:9; 
8:16-17. A closer examination of these references, however, and a 
relating of them to the whole argument, shows otherwise. Underlying 
all of Solomon’s arguments is an unwavering confidence in the justice 
and wisdom of a governing providence, and this is the opposite of 
skepticism.

B. When Solomon declares the “vanity” of human wisdom and knowledge, 
he means that since human reason has such strict limits, and is 
completely incapable of penetrating the present mysteries of 
providence, perfect intellectual satisfaction is impossible by that 
means.
1. In 9:10, the mention of “grave” does not necessarily allude to the 

cessation of consciousness, but that life comes to an end in the 
sense in which it is known and pursed on earth.

2. Admittedly, in Ecclesiastes, the life beyond is only touched on in its 
negative aspect, for fuller revelation on the subject is as yet 
awaited; but the fact of a life beyond is clearly believed in.

C. There are those who think the Book of Ecclesiastes cannot really be 
harmonized with belief in the full inspiration of the Bible. There are 
sections which, taken by themselves, seem to contradict the teachings 
of the New Testament.
1. The tentative conclusions which Solomon records in the course of 

his dissertation should all be read carefully in connection with their 
setting, and especially in the light of the final conclusion.

2. The reader must always keep in mind the standpoint of the treatise 
as a whole. This is the book of man “under the sun.” It is written 
from the standpoint of human reason.



3. One needs to clearly understand the nature of inspiration. In the 
case of Ecclesiastes, we are seeing the processes of thought by 
which an enquiring soul arrived at a great and true conclusion, but 
this does not necessarily mean that all the incidental inferences and 
minor conclusions are inspired.

D. In addition to all of this, remember that revelation is progressive. At 
this stage of divine revelation, life beyond is disclosed only in its 
negative aspect -- as the place where earthly works, devices, 
knowledge, and wisdom come to an end. To reveal the positive aspects 
of the life beyond, further revelation was needed. When correctly 
understood, there is nothing in Ecclesiastes which contradicts later 
revelation regarding the afterlife or any other matter. When it is read 
today by ourselves, its place in the progress of revelation should be 
carefully borne in mind.

VII.Conclusion
A. Ecclesiastes teaches us the emptiness of everything apart from God. 

The word “vanity” which recurs throughout the book does not mean 
merely foolish pride, but the emptiness, in its final result, of all life 
lived for this world alone. This book will wean us from the love of the 
world (1 John 2:15-17). It tells us not to lay up treasure on the earth 
(Matthew 6:19-21). It says to every Christian to set their affection on 
heaven (Colossians 3:2).

B. Make no mistake, we need Ecclesiastes in our Bible. One of the 
saddest ironies is the proud folly by which successive generations of 
human beings commit the same sins, repeat the same big blunders, 
fall prey to the same ensnaring stupidities, and suffering the same 
agonizing disillusionments, as those who have lived and died before 
them. In many ways, if there is one Old Testament book more than 
any others that Christians need to read and pray over, it is 
Ecclesiastes.


