Reading Ecclesiastes
Ecclesiastes Overview

· Author:  Solomon

· Date:  ca. 935 B.C.

· Theme:  the vanity of the pursuit of please as an end in itself.  Joy is experienced in life, but only as it is seen as a gift of God (e.g., 2:24-26) and only in a fear of God (12:13-14).

· Key verses:  12:13-14

· Key chapters:  1, 12.

Purpose and Theme
The book of Ecclesiastes has typically been considered quite difficult to interpret because of its perceived “negative” tone. For instance, Unger suggests that Ecclesiastes is “the most perplexing and confusing book of the Bible.” His reasons are that it has a “spirit of hopeless despair,…a lack of a note of praise or peace,…a seeming sanction of conduct at variance with the rest of Scripture.” [Merrill Unger, Unger’s Bible Handbook, p. 296.]  

On the other hand, Archer, while recognizing the admonitions to avoid the vanities of life sees a positive aspect as well when he writes, “the author clears the way for a truly adequate world view which recognizes God Himself as the highest value of all, and the meaningful life as the one which is lived in His service.” [Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, p. 459.]  So Archer seems to be placing the emphasis upon the positive admonition to live in the happiness of a godly life, emphasizing Solomon’s own conclusion (12:13-14).
Archer then states the theme in a succinct manner when he writes that Ecclesiastes is “intended to point men away from the specious and pretended values of this life (personal enjoyment, happiness, success, or materialistic achievements) to the one true and abiding value, fellowship with God and living in obedience to His will.” [Gleason Archer, ZPEB, p. l88.]

Historical Background

Solomon was the third king of Israel (and the last king over a unified nation).  And by the time he became king it was evident that there was some change from the prophetic age, for “after Israel chose an earthly king, God withdrew, in part, his extraordinary providence, so that under Solomon temporal rewards did not invariably follow virtue, and punishments vice,…Hence the need arises to show that these anomalies will be rectified hereafter; and this is the grand ‘conclusion,’ therefore, of the ‘whole’ book, that, seeing there is a coming judgment, and seeing that present goods do not satisfy the soul, ‘man’s whole duty is to fear God and keep His commandments.’” [Fausset, p. xvi.]

In other words, the nation was beginning to endure suffering because of their desire for a king and a rejection of God as their King (as God Himself promised, 1 Sam. 8:10ff).  This book offers a reminder to a suffering group of Israelites, that joy is to be found in living in the fear of God, and according to the commandments which He established (12:13-14).

Style

Ecclesiastes also is one of several in the books of wisdom. Interestingly, though, there is some question whether this book was written in the form of poetry or prose. While most of the other wisdom literature is written in the form of poetry, it appears that Ecclesiastes is about half poetry and half prose.  It is noted that, “we have in this book a rhythmical prose which repeatedly soars to the level of poetic form with parallelism and like ornamentations.” [Leupold, p. 22.]  As Leupold pointed out, this is not a major issue, but it of minor interest to note the difference in style compared to the other books of wisdom.

Conclusion

Rather than being a book of discouragement and hopelessness, Ecclesiastes is a book of victory as it again reminds the people who have become discouraged that this world is not what there is to live for, but rather that serving God is the only good that there is.  Even as Christians often do today, the Israelites had allowed their focus to drift away from God, and therefore they became discouraged.  Their hope (and ours) was to return to a fear of God and a delight in obeying His commandments.
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