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Introduction to
Ecclesiastes

The editor of The New English Bible says that Ecclesiastes "stands alone. . .both
in theology and style.” Indeed it does. What kind of a holy book is this, anyway, that
asserts that “the fate of the sons of men and the Jate of beasts is the same; as one
dies, 50 dies the other. They all have the same breath, and man has no advantage over
the beasts. . . All go to one place. .. "7

Some have wondered how such a curious book ended up in the Bible.
Unfortunately, that question, like so many other historical questions about the Bible,
is impossible 1o answer with any certainty. The most common conjecture is that
Ecclesiastes gained entry into the Biblical canon because its very first line announces,
in effect, that Solomon is speaking. Authorship by one of Israel’s greatest kings no
doubt carried a lot of weight among a people who venerated their national heroes as
much as the ancient Hebrews did. (Today, most Biblical scholars regard Solomon's
authorship as a pious attribution. Ecclesiastes was actually written, these scholars
say, abous 200 B.C., some 800 years after Solomon lived.)

But something else probably helped ease the book's way into the canon: A pious
editor came along after Ecclesiastes was written and made the book more palatable to
orthodox Hebrews by adding a traditional message to the end of the book (12.9-14, not
in our rext).

Despite the artribution to Solomon and the pious postscript, Ecclesiastes still had a
hard time making its way into the Biblical canon. According to tradition, anyway, the
Rabbis who met at Jamnia in 90 A. D. to decide which books should be included in the
official Jewish Bible (what Christians, somewhat ethnocentrically, call the Cld
Testament) debated long and hard over Ecclesiastes before they finaily placed it
among the other officially sanctioned books.

However it got there, Ecclesiastes should serve fo remind us that the Oid
Testament was written by many different writers over a period of a thousand years or
so. It shouldn't surprise us, then, that the Bible is diverse in its ideas and tone. The
dark speculations of Ecclesiastes stand next to the orthodox pieties of Proverbs.
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Ecclesiastes has become something of a favorite in the 20th century. [t's not hard
to see why: ldeas that run through Ecclesiastes—pessimism and cynicism tempered
by hedonism—also run through these modern times. In fact, it might be said that
Ecclesiastes speaks to us more clearly—despite the fact that it was written over two
thousand years ago—than it did to its original readers.

tka

Ecclesiastes or, The Preacher
(King James Translation)

1. The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem. Vanity of
vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity.! What profit hath a man
of all his labour which he taketh under the sun? One generation passeth away, and
another generation cometh: but the earth abideth for ever. The sun also ariseth, and
the sun goeth toward the south, and tumeth about unto the north; it whirleth about
continually, and the wind returneth again according to his circuits. All the rivers run
into the sea; yet the sea is not full; unto the place from whence the rivers come, thither
they return again. All things are full of labour; men cannot utter it; the eye is not
satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing. The thing that hath been, it is
that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done: and there is no
new thing under the sun. Is there any thing whereof it may be said, See, this is new?
It hath been already of old time, which was before us. There is no remembrance of
former things; neither shall there be any remembrance of things that are to come with
those that shall come after.

I the Preacher was king over Israel in Jerusalem. And I gave my heart to seek and
search out by wisdom concerning all things that are done under heaven: this sore
travail hath God given to the sons of man to be exercised therewith. I have seen all
the works that are done under the sun: and, behold, all is vanity and vexation of spirit.
That which is crooked cannot be made straight: and that which is wanting cannot be
numbered. I communed with mine own heart, saying, Lo, I am come to great estate,
and have gotten more wisdom than all they that have been before me in Jerusalem:
yea, my heart had great experience of wisdom and knowledge. And I gave my heart to
know wisdom, and to know madness and folly: I perceived that this also is vexation of
spirit. For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge
increaseth sorrow.

2. I said in mine heart, Go to now, I will prove thee with mirth?, therefore enjoy
pleasure: and, behold, this also is vanity. I said of laughter, It is mad: and of mirth,
What doeth it? I sought in mine heart to give myself unto wine, yet acquainting mine
heart with wisdom; and to lay hold on folly, till I might see what was that good for the

1 yanity: emptiness.

2 prove thee with mirth; i.e. I will try pleasure.
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sons of men, which they should do under the heaven all the days of their life. I made
me great works; I builded me houses; I planted me vineyards: I made me gardens and
orchards, and I planted trees in them of all kinds of fruits: I made me pools of water, to
water therewith the wood that bringeth forth trees, I got me servants3 and maidens,
and had servants born in my house; also I had great possessions of great and small
cattle above all that were in Jerusalem before me: I gathered me also silver and gold,
and the peculiar treasure of kings and of provinces: I gat me men singers and women
singers, and the delights of the sons of men, as musical instruments, and that of all
sorts. So I was great, and increased more than all that were before me in Jerusalem:
also my wisdom remained with me. And whatsoever mine eyes desired I kept not
from them, I withheld not my heart from any joy; for my heart rejoiced in all my labour:
and this was my portion of all my labour. Then I looked on all the works that my
hands had wrought, and on the labour that I had laboured to do: and, behold, all was
vanity and vexation of spirit, and there was no profit under the sun.

And ] tumed myself to behold wisdom, and madness, and folly: for what can the
man do that cometh after the king? Even that which hath been already done. Then I
saw that wisdom excelleth folly, as far as light excelleth darkness. The wise man's
eyes are in his head; but the fool walketh in darkness: and I myself perceived also
that one event happeneth to them all. Then said I in my heart, As it happeneth to the
fool, so it happeneth even to me; and why was I then more wise? Then I said in my
heart, that this also is vanity. For there is no remembrance of the wise more than of
the fool for ever; seeing that which now is in the days to come shall all be forgotten.
And how dieth the wise man? as the fool. Therefore I hated life; because the work
that is wrought under the sun is grievous unto me: for all is vanity and vexation of
spirit.

Yea, I hated all my labour which 1 had taken under the sun: because I should leave
it unto the man that shall be after me. And who knoweth whether he shail be a wise
man or 2 fool? Yet shall he have rule over all my labour wherein I have laboured, and
wherein I have shewed myself wise under the sun. This is also vanity. Therefore I
went about to cause my heart to despair of all the labour which I took under the sun.
For there is a man whose labour is in wisdom, and in knowledge, and in equity; yet to
a man that hath not laboured therein shall he leave it for his portion. This also is
vanity and great evil. For what hath man of all his labour, and of the vexation of his
heart, wherein he hath laboured under the sun? For all his days are sorrows, and his
travail grief; yea, his heart taketh not rest in the night. This is also vanity.

There is nothing better for a man, than that he should eat and drink, and that he
should make his soul enjoy good in his labour. This also I saw, that it was from the
hand of God.

3. To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven:
A time to be born, and a time to die, a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which
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; A time to get, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a
time to cast away; A time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a

3 servants: slaves.
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time to speak; A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace.
What profit hath he that worketh in that wherein he laboureth? I have seen the
travail4, which God hath given to the sons of men to be exercised in it. He hath made
every thing beautiful in his time; also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no
man can find out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the end. I know that
there is no good in them, but for a man to rejoice, and to do good in his life. And also
that every man should eat and drink, and enjoy the good of all his labour, it is the gift
of God. Tknow that, whatsoever God doeth, it shall be forever: nothing can be put to
it, nor any thing taken from it; and God doeth it, that men should fear before him. That
which hath been is now: and that which is to be hath already been; and God requireth’
that which is past.

And moreover I saw under the sun the place of judg ment, that wickedness was
there; and the place of righteousness, that iniquity was there. 1 said in mine heart,
God shall judge the righteous and the wicked: for there is a time there for every
purpose and for every work. I said in mine heart concerning the estate of the sons of
men, that God might manifest® them and that they might see that they themselves are
beasts. For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; even one thing
befalleth them; as the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they have all one breath; so
that 2 man hath no preeminence above a beast: for all is vanity. All go unto one place;
all are of the dust, and all turn to dust again. Who knoweth the spirit of man that
goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast that goeth downward to the earth’?
Wherefore I perceive that there is nothing better, than that a man should rejoice in his
own works; for that is his portion; for who shall bring him to see what shall be after
him? ....

9. .. .All things come alike to all: there is one event to the righteous and to the
good and to the clean, and to the unclean; to him that sacrificeth, and to him that
sacrificeth not; as is the good, so is the sinner; and he that sweareth, as he that
feareth® an oath. This an evil among all things that are done under the sun, that there
is one event unto all: yea, also the heart of the sons of men is full of evil, and madness
is in their heart while they live and after that they go to the dead.

For to him that is joined to all the living there is hope: for a living dog is better than
a dead lion. For the living know that they shall die: but the dead know not any thing,
neither have they any more a reward; for the memory of them is forgotten. Also their
love, and their hatred, and their envy, is now perished; neither have they any more a
portion for ever in any thing that is done under the sun.

4 travail: labor.

5 requireth: calls back.

6 manifest: make clear.

7 Who knows whether the spirit of man goes upward or whether. . . 7

8 feareth: dares not take the oath (that he is innocent).
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Go thy way, eat thy bread with joy, and drink thy wine with a merry heart; for God
now accepteth thy works. Let thy garments be always white; and let thy head lack no
ointment. Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest all the days of thy life of thy
vanity, which he hath given thee under the sun, all the days of thy vanity; for that is
thy portion in this life, and in thy labour which thou takest under the sun. Whatsoever
thy findeth to do, do it with thy might; for there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge,
nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest.

I retumed, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to
the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor
yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all. For man also
knoweth not his time: as the fishes that are taken in an evil net, and as the birds that

are caught in the snare; so are the sons of men snared in an evil time, when it falleth
suddenly upon them. . . .

11. Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days. Give a
portion to seven, and also to eight; for thou knowest now what evil shall be upon the
earth. If the clouds be full of rain, they empty themselves upon the earth: and if the
tree fall toward the south, or toward the north, in the place where the tree falleth,
there shall it be. He that observeth the wind shall not reap. As thou knowest not
what is the way of the spirit, nor how the bones do grow in the womb of her that is
with child: even so thou knowest not the works of God who maketh all. In the
morming sow thy seed, and in the evening withhold not thine hand: for thou knowest
not whether shall prosper, either this or that, or whether they both shall be alike good.

Truly the light is sweet, and a pleasant thing it is for the eyes to behold the sun:
But if a man live many years, and rejoice in them all; yet let him remember the days of
darkness; for they shall be many. All that cometh is vanity.

Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth; and let thy heart cheer thee in the days of thy
youth, and walk in the ways of thine heart, and in the sight of thine eyes: but know
thou, that for all these things God will bring thee into judgment. Therefore remove

sorrow from thy heart and put away evil from thy flesh, for childhood and youth are
vanity.

12. Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil days come
not, nor the years draw nigh, when thou shalt say, I have no pleasure in them; While
the sun, or the light, or the moon, or the stars, be not darkened, nor the clouds retum
after the rain: In the day when the keepers of the house shall tremble, and the strong
men shall bow themselves, and the grinders? cease because they are few, and those
that look out of the windows be darkened, And the doors shall be shut in the streets,
when the sound of the grinding is low, and he shall rise up at the voice of the bird, and
all the daughters of music shall be brought low; Also when they shall be afraid of that
which is high, and fears shall be in the way, and the almond tree shall flourish, and the
grasshopper shall be a burden, and desire shall fail: because man goeth to his long
home, and the mourners go about the streets: Or ever the silver cord be loosed, or the
golden bowl be broken, or the pitcher be broken at the fountain, or the wheel broken at
the cistern. Then shall the dust retumn to the earth as it was: and the spirit shall
retum unte God who gave it. Vanity of vanities, saith the preacher; all is vanity. . . .

9 grinders: the servants grinding the wheat at the mill.



