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The Book of Ecclesiastes
I.

A unique book
A. Creative style
B. Unknown author
C. On-the-face-of-it… depressing!

II. Purpose
A. A companion piece to the other two “Wisdom” books
B. A middle “corrective” – more realistic than Proverbs, but without the “behind-thescenes” insight of Job
•

The light of the righteous shines brightly, but the lamp of the wicked is snuffed out. (Proverbs 13:9)

•

Yet how often is the lamp of the wicked snuffed out? How often does calamity come upon them, the
fate God allots in his anger? (Job 21:17)

•

In this meaningless life of mine I have seen both of these: the righteous perishing in their
righteousness, and the wicked living long in their wickedness. (Ecclesiastes 7:15)

C. As we see it, life is not a “black and white” as Proverbs, but shades of gray
D. Ecclesiastes bursts our bubble… on purpose
III. Keys for understanding Ecclesiastes
A. The ONE WORD, “hevel” (( – )הֲבֵ֤לThink: Maria von Trapp)
1.

Root meaning

2. Nuance: Fleeting (11:8)
3. Nuance: Enigma (8:14)
B. The ONE PHRASE, “under the sun” ( – )תַּ חַּ תֵ֤הַּ שָּׁ מֶ ׁשlife, if we discount God
C. The CONCLUSION, - life ought not discount God
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Outline of the Book of Ecclesiastes
Theme: All Is “Hevel”
I.

The Thesis That “All Is ‘Hevel’” (1:1–11)
A.
B.

II.

Introduction of “Hevel” ( 1:1–3)
Illustrations of “Heve”l (1:4–11)

The Proof That “All Is ‘Hevel’” (1:12—6:12)
A.

Proof of “All Is ‘Hevel’” from Experience (1:12—2:26)
1.
“Hevel” of Striving After Wisdom (1:12–18)
2.
“Hevel” of Striving After Pleasure (2:1–3)
3.
“Hevel” of Great Accomplishments (2:4–17)
4.
“Hevel” of Hard Labor (2:18–23)
5.
Conclusion: Be Content (2:24–26)

B.

Proof of “All Is ‘Hevel’” from Observation (3:1—6:12)
1.
Immutability of God’s Program (3:1–22)
2.
Inequalities of Life (4:1–16)
3.
Insufficiencies of Human Religion (5:1–7)
4.
Insufficiencies of Wealth (5:8–20)
5.
Inescapable “Hevel” of Life (6:1–12)

III. The Counsel for Living with “Hevel” (7:1—12:14)
A.

Coping in a Wicked World (7:1—9:18)
1.
Wisdom and Folly Contrasted (7:1–14)
2.
Wisdom of Moderation (7:15–18)
3.
Strength of Wisdom (7:19–29)
4.
Submit to Authority (8:1–9)
5.
Inability to Understand All God’s Doing (8:10–17)
6.
Judgment Comes to All Men (9:1–6)
7.
Enjoy Life While You Have It (9:7–12)
8.
Value of Wisdom (9:13–18)

B.

Counsel for the Uncertainties of Life (10:1—12:8)
1.
Wisdom’s Characteristics (10:1–15)
2.
Wisdom Related to the King (10:16–20)
3.
Wisdom Related to Business (11:1–6)
4.
Wisdom Related to the Youth (11:7—12:8)

C.

Conclusion: “Fear God and Keep His Commandments” (12:9–14)
(adapted from Nelson’s Complete Book of Maps & Charts, pp. 190,191)
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Questions for the Book of Ecclesiastes
I. The Thesis That “All Is ‘Hevel’” (1:1–11)
1.

What thought-provoking question does Solomon raise in 1:3?

2. What observations about life in the world does Solomon make in the following verses?
•
•
•
•

1:4-7
1:8
1:9,10
1:11

3. What is Solomon’s sobering assessment of life in this world? (1:2)

II. The Proof That “All Is ‘Hevel’” (1:12—6:12)
1.

What was Solomon’s goal? (1:13)

2. What qualified Solomon to do this work? (1:16) (See also 1 Kings 4:29-34.)
3. Relate 1:13 with verse 1:15. Why is seeking answers to life a “heavy burden”?
4. Solomon knew God had given him great wisdom. What was Solomon’s ultimate quest,
according to 1:17?
5. What conclusion does Solomon reach about the pursuit of human wisdom and
knowledge as the basis for a satisfying life? (1:12-18)
6. What are some of the avenues of pleasure Solomon pursued? (2:2,3)
7. Solomon said that he engaged in this pleasure for a reason. What was his reason? (2:2,3)
8. Solomon’s pleasure was not limited to drinking and laughing. Make a list of the other
things Solomon did. (2:4-10)
9. As he did all these things, Solomon said his wisdom stayed with him. What did he mean
by that? (See 2:3. It’s the same point.)
10. In 2:10 and 11, Solomon came to a conclusion he repeated throughout Ecclesiastes.
What two things did he conclude about all his activities?
11. Give some examples to illustrate Solomon’s point that “wisdom is better than folly.”
(2:13)
12. Even though wisdom is better than folly, what can wisdom not do? (2:14-16)
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13. Something else about life reinforced for Solomon the meaninglessness of life. What was
it? (2:18-21)
14. By nature we labor hard, endure the pains and cares of work, and endure sleepless
nights worrying about things that have no lasting meaning. What was Solomon’s
conclusion about this? (2:12-26)
15. What is the best thing that can happen to us in this life? (2:12-26)
16. Look at each of these verses from two standpoints. First, give some examples of what
Solomon was talking about. Then, as there is time, state why each of these cycles adds
to the meaninglessness of life.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

3:2—born, die; plant, uproot
3:3—kill, heal; tear down, build
3:4—weep, laugh; mourn, dance
3:5—scatter, gather; embrace, refrain
3:6—search, give up; keep, throw away
3:7—tear, mend; be silent, speak
3:8—love, hate; war, peace

17. Describe the burden Solomon speaks about in 3:10. Hint: Piece together what we know
about God and eternity with what we are not able to do with that knowledge.
18. What theme does Solomon repeat in 3:12 and 13?
19. The sense of eternity, the knowledge of a Creator, and our inability to change the cycles
of life join together for one purpose. What is that purpose? (3:10-22)
20. What is another meaningless activity described in 3:16 and 17?
21. What does God want people to see about their condition as they ponder their common
fate with the animals? (3:18-22)
22. What makes life meaningless according to 4:1?
23. Who does Solomon conclude is the happiest person? (4:1-16)
24. What other things contribute to the meaninglessness of life?
•
•
•
•

4:4
4:5,6
4:7,8
4:13-16

25. What wisdom does Solomon give about companionship? What in this section
contributes to the burden of life? (4:1-16)
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26. What is the “sacrifice of fools” (5:1)?
27. What points does Solomon make (5:1-6)
• regarding how we speak to God?
• regarding our attitude toward God’s position over us?
• regarding promises we make to God?
28. What does it mean to stand in awe of God? (5:1-6)
29. Wealth is meaningless and a source of difficulty for those who have it. Why?
• 5:10
• 5:11
• 5:12
• 5:13,14
• 5:15-17
• 5:17
30. In contrast to the frustration of the rich man, how does the working man spend his
nights? (5:8-20)
31. What is the best a person can do in life? How alone can a person achieve such a life?
(5:8-20)
32. Describe the life of a person blessed by God. (5:20)
33. On what basis can the teacher say that a stillborn child is better off then a prosperous
person who cannot enjoy his or her blessings? (6:1-6)
34. In 6:8 Solomon asks two questions. What are they, and why do their answers add to the
meaninglessness of life?

III. The Counsel for Living with “Hevel” (7:1—12:14)
1.

The first six verses of chapter 7 play on a theme. Sorrow is better than laughter. Look at
each verse from that standpoint, and then state why sorrow is better than laughter.
Why is a funeral dinner better than a victory celebration?

2. According to 7:13, what must history lead us to conclude?
3. What aspect of meaninglessness does Solomon speak about in 7:15?
4. Why do you think Solomon despaired of ever becoming wise (7:23) and then set out to
understand and search out wisdom (7:25)?
5. In 5:8,9 Solomon spoke about oppression, which often had its source with the king. In
this chapter (8) Solomon gives us wisdom for dealing with the king, especially when we
are oppressed (“though a man’s misery weighs heavily upon him”). What advice does
Solomon give us?
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6. What aspects of meaninglessness are brought out in 8:9 and 10?
7. 8:12-14 seem to contain a contradiction. What is the contradiction and how is it solved?
8. What points does Solomon repeat in 8:15-17?
9. Who controls the lives of the righteous and the wise?
10. We would like to think that the righteous and the wicked share different destinies. But
Solomon says it doesn’t happen that way. What is his conclusion about the destinies of
the righteous and the wicked? (9:1-3)
11. Solomon had said that the dead are happier than the living (4:1-4), for they no longer
see what happens under the sun. What does Solomon say by contrast in 9:3-6?
12. What is Solomon’s advice to us? (9:7-10)
13. Solomon continues with his analysis of life. What point does he make in 9:11? 9:12?
14. In 9:13-18 Solomon extols the value of wisdom and the meaningless of life at the same
time. Explain.
15. Although the same end awaits the wise and the foolish, what must be said about fools?
(10:1-3)
16. List additional examples of the meaninglessness of life under the sun according to the
following verses.
•
•
•
•
•
•

10:4-7,16,17,20
10:8,9
10:10,11,15
10:12-14,18
10:14
10:19

17. Why does Solomon encourage us to cast our bread upon the waters (11:1,2)?
18. How does Solomon underscore the vanity of life in 11:3 and 4? In view of this, what
should we never do?
19. What will we never be able to figure out? How does this contribute to the emptiness of
life? (11:5)
20. What should be our attitude toward the opportunities God has given us? (11:6)
21. Once again Solomon encourages us to enjoy life. But what should we always remember?
What will this knowledge lead us to do? (11:7,8)
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22. What advice does the Lord give to young people? What tempers and directs this advice?
(11:9)
23. Why should young people enjoy life? (11:10)
24. What does Solomon advise us to do when we are young? (12:1-8)
25. In verses 2-5, Solomon uses vivid terms to describe the aging process and the
deterioration it brings. What aspect of old age does each of these verses refer to?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

12:1
12:2
12:3a
12:3b,c,4a
12:4b
12:5a
12:5b
12:5c
12:5d
12:6
12:7

26. Why does old age contribute to the meaninglessness of life? (12:8)
27. What goal did Solomon strive for in writing the book of Ecclesiastes? (12:9,10)
28. In what two ways are the God-given words of Ecclesiastes intended to help us? (12:11)
29. Why is the warning given in 12:12 an important addition to this book?
30. Why is much study wearisome? See 1:18.
31. What should people do in life? (12:9-14)
32. How does the closing verse of Ecclesiastes (12:14) put earthly matters into the proper
perspective?

Questions taken from “The Whole Bible Project” © 2006 Northwestern Publishing House. All rights
reserved. Used by permission.
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THE BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES
The Search for Significance
The Quest for Contentment
The Pursuit of Purpose
Exhortation

Exploration
All
is Vanity

Vanity
of Doing

Vanity
of Having

Vanity
of Being

Using Life
Well

Source of
True Living

1:1-18

2:1-26

3:1-6:12

7:1-9:18

10:1-11:10

12:1-14

Declaration
of Vanity

Demonstration
of Vanity

Deliverance
from Vanity

Subject

Sermons

Summary

Fickleness of Life - Versus - Fear of the Lord
Place: "Under the Sun"
Decades of Searching (in the days of King Solomon)
circa 936BC
Author: King Solomon (?)
Key Words:
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

God - 41x/36v - Eccl 1:13; 2:24, 26; 3:10-11, 13-15, 17-18; 5:1-2, 4, 6f, 18-20; 6:2; 7:1314, 18, 26, 29; 8:2, 12-13, 15, 17; 9:1, 7; 11:5, 9; 12:7, 13-14
Under the sun - 29x in 27v - Eccl 1:3, 9, 14; 2:11, 1720, 22; 3:16; 4:1, 3, 7, 15; 5:13, 18; 6:1, 12; 8:9, 15, 17; 9:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 10:5
Vanity - 22x/16v - Eccl 1:2, 14; 2:11, 15, 19, 21, 23, 26; 3:19; 4:4, 7-8, 16; 5:10; 6:2; 12:8
Wise - 24x/23v - Eccl 2:14-16, 19; 4:13; 6:8; 7:45, 7, 16, 19, 23; 8:1, 5, 17; 9:1, 11, 15, 17; 10:2, 12; 12:9, 11
Wisdom - 27x/24v - Eccl 1:13, 16-18; 2:9, 12-13, 21, 26; 7:10-12, 19, 23, 25; 8:1, 16; 9:10, 13, 1516, 18; 10:1, 10
Fool (ish) - 25x/23v - Eccl 2:14-16, 19; 4:5, 13; 5:1, 3-4; 6:8; 7:4-6, 9, 17, 25; 9:17; 10:1-3, 12, 1415
Righteous (ness) - 11x/9v - Eccl 3:16f; 5:8; 7:15f, 20; 8:14; 9:1f (cf Justice - Ec 3:16, 5:8)
Wicked (ness) - 10v/8v - Eccl 3:16f; 7:15, 17; 8:10, 14; 9:2; 10:13
Evil - 20x/18v - Eccl 2:21; 4:3; 5:1, 13, 16; 6:1; 7:25; 8:3, 8, 11-14; 9:3, 12; 10:5; 12:1, 14
Labor* - 26x/19v - Eccl 2:10f, 18-22, 24; 3:13; 4:4, 6, 8f; 5:15, 18f; 6:7; 8:17; 9:9
Toil - 6x/6v - Eccl 3:9; 5:16, 18; 8:15; 9:9; 10:15
Rich* - 8x.8v - Eccl 4:8; 5:12-14, 19; 6:2; 10:6, 20 (Wealth - 4x/4v - Eccl 1:16; 5:19; 6:2; 9:11)
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