
   

 

Mitspah Life Group  

Searching for Significance Series 

Ecclesiastes 

ecclesiastes 

First Baptist Church 

Los Lunas 



 2 

 

Welcome to the Mitspah Life Group 

 ִמְצַפה

mitspah 
A mitspah, or watchtower, referred to a place in Israel that  
provided security. The Mitspah Life Group is a safe haven  

where you can come to share life, explore your calling, 
and care for others. 

 
Gen. 31.48-49: This place is called Mitspah (which means 

“watchtower”). May the LORD keep watch between us to make sure 

that we keep this covenant when we are out of each other’s sight 

 
 

The Covenant 

May we care for each other, warn each other when we see 
danger approaching, and hold each other accountable 

Remember Whose You Are! 

The covenant is based on Ezekiel 33.2 “Son of man, speak to your people and tell them: 
‘When I bring an army against a country, the people of that land choose one of their own 
to be a watchman. When the watchman sees the enemy coming, he sounds the alarm to 
warn the people. Then if those who hear the alarm ignore the warning, it is their own fault 
if they die. They heard the alarm but ignored it, so the responsibility is theirs. If they had 
listened to the warning, they could have saved their lives. But if the watchman sees the 
enemy coming and doesn’t sound the alarm to warn the people, the watchman is responsi-
ble for their captivity. They will die in their sins, but I will hold the watchman responsible 
for their deaths.’ Now I am making you a watchman for your people. Therefore, listen to 

what I say and warn them for me.’”  (paraphrased) 
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Introduction  

Genesis 12:1 
“Now the LORD said to Abram, 

Go forth from your country, 
And from your relatives 

And from your father’s house, 
To the land which I will show you.” 

 When we begin our Christian journey, we would all like a road map for the life God calls us to. 
Wouldn’t it be great if God told us when we became believers, “You will go to school here. You may 
be tempted to go to school there, but don’t. You will have several vocations that interest you. But 
don’t choose any of them; choose this instead. You will date many people, but I want you to marry so-
and-so.” And so on. But God doesn’t operate that way.  

 Since the call of the first man of faith, God only says, “Go forth, and I will show you where to 
go.” The path is not on a road map. Instead, we have a guide riding with us who says, “Go and I will 
tell you when and where to turn. I know the way. But sometimes, I’ll let you make the choice, and if 
you get lost along the way, I’ll bring you back to the right path.” 

 The author of Hebrews tells us: “By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by going out to 
a place which he was to receive for an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was going. 
By faith he lived as an alien in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, dwelling in tents with Isaac and 
Jacob, fellow heirs of the same promise; for he was looking for the city which has foundations,  whose 
architect and builder is God.” Hebrews 11:8-10 

God set the pattern for our lives with Abraham—and he has never changed it. Go forth! In He-

brew, the words are Lech l’cha:  ֶלְך־ְלָך 
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 I was visiting a synagogue with a friend and in the worship book we were using was a poem 

that touched my heart: 

Once or Twice in a lifetime, 
a man or woman may choose 

a radical leaving, having heard 
Lech l’cha — Go forth. 

God disturbs us toward our destiny 
by hard events and by freedom’s now urgent voice 

which explode and confirm who we are. 
We don’t like leaving, 

but God loves becoming.1 

 Let that touch your heart and inspire you. God disturbs us toward our destiny. By hard 

events. And freedom’s now urgent voice. Which explode and confirm who we are. We don’t like 

leaving. But God loves becoming! That is our calling! Let’s see where the journey takes us. 

 Why am I here? What’s my purpose in life? How do I cope with shattered dreams,  

trials, and tragedy? The book of Ecclesiastes can provide guidance. 

________________________ 

1Mishkan T'Filah: A Reform Siddur, ed. Elyse D. Frishman, New York: CCAR Press, 2007, 
Central Conference of American Rabbis, p. 113. 

PEANUTS © 2000 Peanuts Worldwide LLC. Dist. By ANDREWS MCMEEL SYNDICATION. 
Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved  
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UNIT 1 

Life is Fragile, Handle with Care 

THE FLEETING NATURE OF LIFE 

1 The words of Qohelet, son of David, king in Jerusalem.  

2 “Fleeting,” says Qohelet.  
“Absolutely fleeting. Everything is but a puff of breath.”  
3 What do people gain for all their toil 
as they toil under the sun?  
4 A generation goes, and a generation comes,  
but the earth never changes.  
5 The sun rises and the sun sets;  
panting, it hurries back to the place where it rises.  
6 The wind blows south and then goes around north,  
around and around it goes, blowing in circles.  
7 All the streams run to the sea, yet the sea is never full;  
to the place where the streams run from, there they run 
again.  
8 All things are wearisome, more than anyone can say.  
The eye is not satisfied by seeing  
nor the ear filled with hearing.  
9 What has been is what will be,  
and what has been done is what will be done;  
there is nothing new under the sun.  
10 Can anyone say about anything,  
“Look, this is new”?  
It has already existed in the ages before us.  
11 There is no remembrance of those who came before;  
and of those who will come after  
there will also be no remembrance  
by those who follow them.2 

 ________________________ 

 
2 A translation by Steve Long from Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, electronic ed. Stuttgart: Ger-

man Bible Society, 2003, and consulting with the New American Standard Bible: 1995 Update (La Habra, 

CA: The Lockman Foundation, 1995), the Christian Standard Bible (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Pub-

lishers, 2020) and the Holy Bible: New Living Translation, (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publish-

ers, 2015).  

VERSES 1-2 

     Like a good author, Qohelet gives us the theme of his book right up front. The big question, though, 

is what does it mean? 

     Verse 1 identifies the speaker and verse 2 states his theme: “Vanity of Vanities! All is vanity.” 

That’s how the New American Standard and King James Bibles translate the Hebrew text.  The 
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Christian Standard Bible translates it as “Absolute futility. Everything is futile.” That makes me think 
of the Borg threat, “Resistance is futile,” in the Star Trek: Next Generation episodes. 
     The New Living Bible translates it as “Everything is meaningless, completely meaningless!” The 
New International Version gives it some additional intensity: “Utterly meaningless! Everything is 
meaningless!”  
     You’ve got to be kidding me! This is going to be a very depressing Bible study. Or is it? How do we 
end up with so many different translations for a single Hebrew word?  

Hebel 
     Please bear with me on this part of our study. This word is the theme of the entire book of Ecclesias-
tes, so we need to get it right. I promise we won’t get this detailed very often. 

     The Hebrew word is (hebel  ֶהֶבל) its basic meaning is “wind” or “breath”  (TWOT 463a).3 But 

just like English, Hebrew words can have varied meanings and nuances. The graphic below shows the 

multiple English words used to translate hebel as it’s used in different verses in just the New American 
Standard Bible, a literal (formal equivalence) translation. 

     So, how should we translate the word into English? We will let context be our key and check our 

 translation against other Bible versions and rep-
utable books. 
 So how should we translate the word 
into English? We will let context be our key 
and check our translation against other Bible 
versions and reputable books. 
       Hebel is also the name “Abel” in Genesis, 
and you will recall that his life was brief because 
his brother Cain murdered him (Gen 4.8).      
       David Gibson believes a better translation of 
hebel as Qohelet uses it in Ecclesiastes would be 
as “breath” or “breeze.”  “The Preacher is 
saying that everything is a mist, a vapor, a puff 
of wind, a bit of smoke” (Gibson, 19).  

 ________________________ 

 
3  The Bibliography at the end of these materials has detailed information about the inline refer-

ences . 
 

4 The pronunciation of Hebrew words has changed over the centuries. This has affected the 
transliteration into English of Hebrew words. For example, some scholars transliterate the word as 
hebel and others as hevel. But it’s the same word.  

     Rabbi Meir Soloveichik believes the word as it’s used in Ecclesiastes should be translated as 
“fleeting” or “fragile” (bible365podcast.com, episode 262 at https://bible365podcast.com/bible-365/
hevel-and-the-meaning-of-life/).  
     Professor (and Rabbi) Michael Fox agrees: “Hevel literally means ‘breath’ or ‘vapor’” and notes 
that “Ecclesiastes uses it metaphorically.”4 (Fox, xix). Professor Duane Garrett (The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, Louisville, KY) agrees: “The word used here, hebel, means ‘vapor’ or ‘breath’ 
and is used in Isa 57:13 parallel with ‘wind’ and in Prov 21:6 for ‘a fleeting vapor’ (Garrett, 282). 
     As we study Ecclesiastes, we will see that Qohelet doesn’t think life is meaningless or vain. But 
life is fleeting and fragile. He urges us to see life as it truly is, not as we imagine it should be. We 
discover that death and tragedy can come quickly and unexpectedly in life .  
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NAME OF THE BOOK 

 

    The name of this book in the Hebrew Bible is qōhelet   

 Qohelet), the name of the person (קהלת )

mentioned in verse 1 and who is the main speaker from 

1.12 through 12.7. Qohelet may be a pseudonym, that 

is, a “pen name.” But some scholars assert that the 

author uses it as a proper name [Harrison: 1072]. The 

word in Hebrew means “one who assembles,” that is, 

an “assembler.” The traditional English translations are 

“the Teacher” or “the Preacher.” 

    The first Greek translation of the Old Testament is 

called the Septuagint. It is usually abbreviated (LXX, for 

the Roman numeral 70). The LXX calls the book Ekkle-

siastēs, the title of an official of an assembly, ekklēsia. 

This transliterates into English as “Ecclesiastes,” the 

name by which we know the book in our Bibles. 

    Don’t confuse this name with the book of Ecclesiasti-

cus, also called Sirach, or the Wisdom of Ben Sira, 

which is not part of our sacred canon of Scripture. Ec-

clesiasticus was probably written around the same time 

Ecclesiastes went through its final edits. Ecclesiasticus 

is grouped with similar books and called the Apocrypha 

by the Catholic, Anglican, and Eastern Orthodox 

churches. They are also called deuterocanonical 

books, that is, the second canon. The books in the 

Apocrypha were included in early versions of the King 

James Bible and grouped together between the OT 

and the NT books. 

      We will need to read carefully. We may 
find in some places that Qohelet uses the 
word hebel with the sense of empty or mean-
ingless. 
      Qohelet will help us understand how to 
find value when life is so fragile and fleeting. 
“Fleeting,” says Qohelet. “Absolutely fleet-
ing. Everything is but a puff of breath.” Life is 
fragile—Handle with care. 

WHO IS THE AUTHOR? 

      Verse 1 says that Qohelet is “son of David, king in Jerusalem.” Both Christians and Jews have tra-
ditionally believed that Solomon was the author of Ecclesiastes. This belief prevailed until the eight-
eenth century. However, many modern theologians do not believe Solomon is the author, and they 
have a variety of reasons for their opinion.  
      The book itself does not claim authorship by Solomon. But there seems to be no good reason to 
assert that anyone other than Solomon was the author. After its original composition, the book was 
certainly edited by subsequent Jewish scholars. Still, they finalized its form probably more than 200 
years before the birth of Jesus. Ecclesiastes is part of our received canon of Scripture and is authorita-
tive regardless of who the author was. 

WHAT DO BAPTISTS BELIEVE ABOUT SCRIPTURE? 

“The Holy Bible was written by men divinely inspired and is God’s revelation of Himself to man. It 

is a perfect treasure of divine instruction. It has God for its author, salvation for its end, and truth, 

without any mixture of error, for its matter. Therefore, all Scripture is totally true and trustworthy.” 

The Baptist Faith and Message (2000).  
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A NOTE ON BIBLE TRANSLATIONS 

     A committee makes all good, modern Bible translations. The committee is typically divided into specialties. 
For example, there are Old Testament and New Testament divisions. And within the OT division, there are 
usually specialized sub-groups for the Pentateuch, the historical books, the wisdom books, the Psalms, and 
the Prophets. 

     Each sub-group typically assigns individual members for the initial translation of a Bible book. Then the 
entire sub-group will review the initial translation. The sub-group will collectively make changes based on a 
majority vote. Their translation then goes to the entire OT division. The Division makes changes by majority 
vote. Then the translation goes to another group of scholars who work on smoothing out the English. 

     After the English scholars finish their work, it goes back to the OT division, and the two groups negotiate 
the language. Ultimately, the translation is finished by a majority vote. Of course, some scholars on the Eccle-
siastes translation may not agree with the ultimate translation decision. 

But why have new translations, anyway? 

     While the Biblical languages never change, English is constantly changing, and sometimes we need new 
ways to communicate the same eternal truths in contemporary English. 

     There are also different translation methods used. The front of your Bible will tell you the ancient texts they 
used and the translation method they employed. 

VERSES 3-11 
     What do people gain for all their toil as they toil under the sun? That’s the first question Qohelet 
asks us. Did you hear about the person who asked , “Rabbi, why do you ask so many questions?” And 
the Rabbi replied, “What’s so wrong with a question?” 

     Qohelet challenges us from the start: What do you gain 
for all your toil as you toil under the sun? The Hebrew 
word translated toil is often used with the nuance of drudgery rather than the nobility of labor 
[TWOT 1639]. 

     When we study Scripture, we must always ask what’s the genre of the book. What type of litera-
ture is it? We won’t interpret History the same as 
Proverbs. Nor will we interpret the Gospels the same 
as Poetry.  

   When God gave us Scripture, he didn’t send it to us 
by an angel delivering scrolls. Nor did he dictate it to 
a human. Instead, God chose to partner with people 
in producing the sacred Scripture. Consider how 
Luke went about writing his Gospel. He investigated 
the facts, talked to people, and carefully wrote the ac-
count of his investigation. Yet the Holy Spirit oversaw 
the process, so the result is truth without any mixture 
of error. 

   Ecclesiastes is in the genre we call “wisdom literature.” Other Bible books in this genre are Job, 
Proverbs, and the Song of Songs. Qohelet, instead of lecturing us, will challenge us to think for 
ourselves so we will learn deeper. 

   Have you heard the saying, “it’s all a matter of perspective”? Qohelet gives us one of the perspec-
tives in verse 3 that we will repeatedly see throughout Ecclesiastes. When Qohelet talks about 
something “under the sun” or “under heaven,” he’s talking about life in this world, without 
the benefit of God.  

Why does God ask us questions that 

he already knows the answer to? 

1 Many have undertaken to compile a nar-
rative about the events that have been ful-
filled among us, 2 just as the original eye-
witnesses and servants of the word handed 
them down to us. 3 So it also seemed good 
to me, since I have carefully investigated 
everything from the very first, to write to 
you in an orderly sequence, most honora-
ble Theophilus, 4 so that you may know the 
certainty of the things about which you 
have been instructed. Luke 1.1-4 (CSB) 
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     Read verses 4-11, and then ask yourself the question in verse 3: What do people gain for all their toil 

as they toil under the sun? Qohelet challenges us to look at life as it is, not as we would like it to be.  

     Consider Qohelet’s observation in verse 4. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., on his PBS show “Finding Your 

Roots,” researches the lives of his guests, who are all celeb-

rities. I’ve noticed that it’s rare if any guest knows anything 

significant about their great grandparents and often even 

about their grandparents. So, after you die, what will any-

one—even your great-grandchildren—know about you? 

     Qohelet challenges us to ask ourselves these questions:  

• If every day is the same as another, what’s the point of getting out of bed and working 

hard? (vv. 5-7) 

• How many trips to Europe must you take and how much time must you spend there 

before you can say, “I’ve seen it all. I’m okay.”  

•    How many concerts will you have to attend or perform before you say, “I’m good. I 

don’t need any more?” (v. 8) 

        I majored in economics during my undergraduate work. There is no economic growth or prosperi-

ty unless something sells. Neither TV nor Social media can sustain a commercial model if every-

one is content with their life. That’s why every ad you see is intentionally designed to make you dis-

content. No wonder you’re unhappy at the end of the day! If the consumer is content, you can’t sell 

anything. So, no one selling something wants you to be content. The seller must convince you that you 

need something else to make your life good. 

       If everyone in our country woke up tomorrow morning and, like the apostle Paul, could say, “I’ve 

learned to be content (Phil 4.11),” our economy would crash. We would experience a depression worse 

than the Great Depression of the 1930s. What would it take for you to be able to say, “I’m content”? 

     Every four years in this country, we strain to believe that a new messiah will be elected president, 

ushering in the peace and prosperity for which we long. We may have a “good” president for a while, 

but things change. The best president is always a false messiah. And even the good things one presi-

dent accomplishes are undone by someone later. When things get bad again, sometimes a new messiah 

comes along. But that never lasts either.  

     Qohelet observes, “There is nothing new under the sun (vv. 9-10).” Some day you may be able to 

say you had a fulfilling career and a happy family—but you still die (v. 11). So, what’s the point? 

IT IS WHAT IT IS, BUT THAT’S OKAY 

     I  like listening to jazz, particularly the blues. The thing about the blues is that, in listening or 

playing, we experience how it feels so good to feel so bad! In the blues, we find that we’re not the first 

to feel this way, that my problems aren’t as bad as I thought they were, and we’re in good company. 

     Qohelet isn’t telling us that this life is pointless—only that it’s fleeting. And because it is fleeting, 

we need to find ourselves, our calling, our purpose, our community, and our God in this moment. 

     How’s that for a challenge? 

Qohelet, instead of lecturing us, 

will challenge us to think for our-

selves so we will learn deeper. 
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UNIT 2 

Qohelet’s Search for Significance in Worldly Wisdom 

THE LIMITS OF WORLDLY WISDOM 

12 I, the Qohelet, have been king over Israel in Jerusalem. 13 I applied my mind to exam-
ine and explore through (worldly) wisdom all that is done under heaven. God has given 
people this miserable task to keep them occupied. 14 I have seen all the things that are 
done under the sun and have found everything to be empty, like chasing the wind. 

15 What is bent cannot be straightened;  
what is lacking cannot be counted.  

16 I said to myself, “See, I have amassed worldly wisdom far beyond all those who 
were over Jerusalem before me, and my mind has thoroughly grasped worldly wisdom 
and human knowledge.” 17 I applied my mind to know worldly wisdom and human 
knowledge, madness and folly; I learned that this too is chasing the wind.  

18 For with much worldly wisdom is much sorrow;  
as knowledge gained by the senses increase, grief increases. 

VERSES 12-15 

     Qohelet begins his search for significance by seeking wisdom. Notice the phrase in v. 13 “under 

heaven” or “under the sun.” Remember, when Qohelet makes observations about things “under heav-

en” or “under the sun,” he’s referring to the way things are in this life without the benefit of God. 

     This helps explain the nuance in Qohelet’s use of the word “wisdom.” Ordinarily, in Scripture, wis-

dom is the understanding of how God works in the world. 

The wise man conforms his conduct to the way God 

works in the world. But that isn’t the way Qohelet uses 

the word. 

     But Qohelet’s use of “wisdom” is different. The way 

Qohelet uses the word is in its worldly sense, such as skill in war, skill in administration, and shrewd-

ness. Qohelet uses the word here in that sense because he says in v. 13 that God gave people this bad or 

evil task to keep them occupied. The CSB translates it as a “miserable task.” The NAS calls it a 

“grievous task.” 

     Pursuing godly wisdom can never be called bad, evil, or miserable. The NLT catches the nuance bet-

ter. “I soon discovered that God has dealt a tragic existence to the human race.” If we choose to live 

life outside of God’s ethical precepts, we will only experience disappointment. “As we will see, 

Qohelet’s use of ‘wisdom’ here is ironic, because Qohelet’s method to find answers to his questions 

that he can trust as true turns out to be very different from the wisdom of Proverbs” (Bartholomew, 

123). 

     In the beginning, God did not intend for the people he created to toil meaninglessly. God placed 

his first humans in a luscious garden for fellowship with him (Gen 2.8). But after his  people chose  

There are two great moments in a 

person’s life: the moment you 

were born and the moment you 

realize why you were born. 



 11 

 

to rebel against him, satisfying work changed to toil:  

      The ground is cursed because of you.  
      You will eat from it by means of painful labor  
      all the days of your life. (Gen 3.17 CSB).  

Note that God didn’t curse the man—he cursed the ground. That’s important! 

     We will see that Qohelet’s quest is misguided 
from the start. He relies on his own reason and 
experience to guide his investigation rather than 
seeking God. This is the same misdirection 
that will lead the enlightenment philosophers 
astray. Working from your own reason can’t get 
you farther than yourself. No one can pull them-
selves up by their own bootstraps. That is liter-
ally and figuratively impossible. Qohelet had the 

first five books of Scripture (the Pentateuch)—possibly Judges and most of the Psalms—available to 
him. Why didn’t he start there? Qohelet had rich worship experiences and a deep prayer life. Why 
wasn’t that enough? 

     Qohelet, in v. 13, says he applied “my mind” to examine and explore things. The word in Hebrew is 
literally “heart,” not “mind.” But the ancient Hebrews believed the heart was where people process 
thought, not the brain. 

     In Verse 14, Qohelet says all things done “under the sun” are “empty, like chasing the wind.”  

     Qohelet in v. 15 cites a proverb. “What is bent cannot be straightened; what is lacking cannot be 
counted.” If you come across a bent piece of driftwood, you can’t straighten it. The nature of drift-
wood is irregular. Similarly, if something is missing, you can’t count it because it’s not there. The idea 
of the proverb is that you can’t fix this world. It is what it is. 

VERSES 16-18 

     The point of verses 16-17 is that if Qohelet, who pursued worldly wisdom more tenaciously than 
anyone in the world, cannot find significance, then no one can. The Hebrew word translated as 
“madness” is used to describe both an insane man and a drunkard. “Folly” is akin to the Greek con-
cept of hubris, which we call arrogance. Nothing good comes from believing you can do everything on 
your own—that you’re smarter than God! 

     Qohelet drives home the point in verse 18 that getting more worldly wisdom can’t make you wiser 
in the things that matter. Similarly, if all the knowledge we acquire is worldly, it can’t make our life 
significant and meaningful. 

WORKING HARDER AT THE WRONG THING 

     During one of my first seminary classes, the professor went around the room asking each student 
about themselves and their ministry. Dennis Lihte was one of my classmates and I considered him 
something of a renaissance man. Dennis was Jewish. He was at Woodstock. In his search for meaning 
he went to  Israel and joined the Israeli paratroopers. He received his wings at Masada. 

     When the professor came to Dennis, he told the professor that he was the executive director of 
Noon Day Ministries, a ministry to homeless people. Dennis explained that they feed the homeless a 
meal each day and provided showers and laundry. The professor asked Dennis how long he had been 
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in that ministry, and Dennis told him ten years. 

     The professor paused a moment and then asked Dennis, “Most people in those kinds of ministries 
burn out in about five years. How have you managed to stay enthusiastic for ten years?” Dennis told 
him that most people who go into those ministries want to change people, and they get frustrated when 
they discover that most people can’t be changed. Dennis said he was content to “offer a cup of cold 
water” to someone in Jesus’ name (Matt 10.42; Mark 9.41). Dennis passed away suddenly and unex-
pectedly after 20 years of ministry at Noon Day. 
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UNIT 3 

Qohelet’s Search for Significance in Pleasure and Wealth 

THE EMPTINESS OF PLEASURE AND WEALTH 

     2 I thought to myself, “Go ahead, I will test you with pleasure; enjoy what is 

good.” But this also left me empty. 2 I said about laughter, “It is madness,” and about 
pleasure, “What does this accomplish?” 3 I explored with my mind the pull of wine on 
my body—my mind still guiding me with wisdom—and how to grasp folly, until I could 
see what is good for people to do under heaven during the few days of their lives. 
 4 I increased my achievements. I built houses and planted vineyards for myself. 
5 I made gardens and parks for myself and planted every kind of fruit tree in them. 6 I 
constructed reservoirs for myself from which to irrigate a grove of flourishing trees. 7 I 
acquired male and female servants and had slaves who were born in my house. I also 
owned livestock—large herds and flocks—more than all who were before me in Jerusa-
lem. 8 I also amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinces. 
I gathered male and female singers for myself, and many concubines, the delights of 
men., 

 9 So I became great and surpassed all who were before me in Jerusalem; my wis-
dom also remained with me. 10 All that my eyes desired, I did not deny them. I did not 
refuse myself any pleasure, for I took pleasure in all my struggles. This was my reward 
for all my struggles. 11 When I considered all that I had accomplished and what I had 
labored to achieve, I found everything to be futile and a pursuit of the wind., There was 
nothing to be gained under the sun.  

VERSES 1-2 

     Qohelet next turns to pleasure. This Hebrew word is sometimes translated as “happiness,” “joy,” 
or “gladness.” If Qohelet sets his life’s goal to grab all the pleasure he can get out of life, will this 
provide enduring significance? Qohelet knows you can’t always choose to be happy, but you can al-
ways pursue pleasurable activities. Qohelet spills the beans in v. 1: It doesn’t work. Pursuing pleasura-
ble activities in search of significance left him “empty” (our word hebel, again). 

     Qohelet will give us details about the pleasures he sought in vv. 4-11. We will see later in the book 
that Qohelet favorably endorses pleasurable activities (2.24; 3.12, 22; 5.17; 8.15). But pursuing pleasure 
as the purpose of life left him empty. Unfortunately, Qohelet, in pursuing some of these pleasures, 
pushed them to the point they became sin. 

     Qohelet says in v. 2 that in his search for significance, things that brought laughter to his heart were 
essentially “madness.” We would say in slang terms that seeking things that bring laughter to the 
heart (merrymaking, fiestas) to find significance in life is “crazy.” Qohelet says it’s crazy not be-
cause laughter is bad but because he’s searching for things that give his life significance and laughter as 
a goal in life won’t do it. 

VERSES 3-11 

     The Hebrew of verse 3 is difficult to translate. Fox says the literal translation is “‘I went about in my 
heart to draw my flesh with wine.’ He is figuratively pulling his body with the ‘cord’ of wine.” (Fox, 
13). The CSB translation seems fitting with this Hebrew metaphor (word-picture): “I explored with my 
mind the pull of wine on my body—my mind still guiding me with wisdom.” 
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     Qohelet didn’t set out to become drunk. He wanted his 
mind to guide him so that he would drink just enough to feel 
the “glow” that comes with a little wine. But, of course, that 
kind of sustained buzz isn’t possible, which Qohelet discov-
ered. He concluded that attempting it was “folly.” This is the 
same Hebrew word we encountered in v. 17. And here it also 
mean arrogance. This was a test. He wanted to know “if ra-
tionally controlled indulgence in pleasure gave meaning to 
life. He did not become a drunk. His experiment was an ex-
periment in pleasure, not debauchery” (Garrett, 291).  

     Beginning in v. 4, we see that since Qohelet couldn’t find 
significance in wine, he would endeavor to find significance in 
great achievements. He built houses (think palaces) for him-
self and planted vineyards. Qohelet cultivated luscious gar-
dens and parks. He created reservoirs so he could irrigate his 
lands. Qohelet acquired numerous servants and slaves, and 
many more were born of those he already owned or em-
ployed. He lacked for nothing. Qohelet owned large herds and 
flocks, amassed silver and gold, and the treasure of other 
kings and countries. He acquired numerous singers and con-
cubines, women taken into a home primarily to indulge sexual 
gratification. Qohelet had 300 concubines and 700 wives (1 
Kings 7.3). 

     Qohelet had at least 4,000 horses (1 Kings 
4.26 and 2 Chron 9.25). What was he thinking? 
This was arrogance because the Torah 
(Teaching or Law) warned kings against these 
excesses (Deu 17.14-17).  

     Verse 10 tells us he acquired everything he 
desired and didn’t refuse himself any pleasure. 
But after accomplishing these things and accu-
mulating all this property, he calls them “empty, 
like chasing the wind.” These are same words he 
used in 1.14. There was no possibility of find-
ing significance “under the sun,” not even in 
chasing pleasure and acquiring great wealth. 

1 Kings 17: 14 “When you enter the land the 
Lord your God is giving you, take possession of 
it, live in it, and say, ‘I will set a king over me like 
all the nations around me,’ 15 you are to appoint 
over you the king the Lord your God chooses. 
Appoint a king from your brothers. You are not 
to set a foreigner over you, or one who is not of 
your people. 16 However, he must not acquire 
many horses for himself or send the people back 
to Egypt to acquire many horses, for the Lord 
has told you, ‘You are never to go back that way 
again.’ 17 He must not acquire many wives for 
himself so that his heart won’t go astray. He 
must not acquire very large amounts of silver 
and gold for himself.  

Ancient Wine Amphora 
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OZYMANDIAS 

I met a traveller from an antique land 
Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone 
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand, 
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown, 
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command, 
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things, 
The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed: 
And on the pedestal these words appear: 
“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings; 
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!” 
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare 
The lone and level sands stretch far away. 
 

— Percy Shelley’s “Ozymandias” (1819 ed.) 

Ozymandias is better known as Ramses II  
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