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UNIT 4 

Qohelet’s Search for Significance and the Brevity of Life  

QOHELET FACES THE REALITY OF DEATH  

12 Then I turned to consider wisdom, madness, and folly, for what will the king’s succes-
sor be like? He will do what has already been done. 13 And I realized that there is an 
advantage to wisdom over folly, like the advantage of light over darkness.  

14 The wise person has eyes in his head,  
but the fool walks in darkness.  

Yet I also knew that one fate comes to them both. 15 So I said to myself, “What happens 
to the fool will also happen to me. Why then have I been overly wise?” And I said to 
myself that this is also futile. 16 For, just like the fool, there is no lasting remembrance 
of the wise, since in the days to come both will be forgotten. How is it that the wise 
person dies just like the fool? 17 Therefore, I hated life because the work that was done 
under the sun was distressing to me. For everything is futile and a pursuit of the wind. 

VERSES 12-17 

Qohelet realizes in v. 12 that his successor won’t do any better than him. So, is there any advantage 
to wisdom over folly (arrogance)? You might think so since the wise person sees where he is headed, 
but the arrogant person is oblivious (v. 14). Yet the same fate comes to both: death. What’s the point, 
then, in trying to be wise? The wise person dies just like the fool. The “distressing” in v. 17 is the He-
brew word for “evil.” 

THE EMPTINESS OF WORK 
18 I hated all my toil that I labored at under the sun because I must leave it to the one 

who comes after me. 19 And who knows whether he will be wise or a fool? Yet he will 

take over all my work that I labored at skillfully under the sun. This too is futile. 20 So I 

began to give myself over to despair concerning all my work that I had labored at un-

der the sun. 21 When there is a person whose work was done with wisdom, knowledge, 

and skill, and he must give his portion to a person who has not worked for it, this too is 

futile and a great wrong. 22 For what does a person get with all his work and all his 

efforts that he labors at under the sun? 23 For all his days are filled with grief, and his 

occupation is sorrowful; even at night, his mind does not rest. This too is mere chasing 

the wind.  

VERSES 18-23 

Again in v. 18, we see Qohelet use the Hebrew word for “work” which has the nuance of drudgery 
and toil. This is work you hate. But you can’t take your wealth with you. Will the one who inherits the 
product of your toil be wise or a fool (v. 19)? The Hebrew word translated as “fool” means someone 
who acts with total disregard for the way God works in the world. We will see the word used again in 
this sense in Ecc 7.17, 10.3, and 10.14. 

“This too is futile” (v. 19). We see the word hebel again wbut now ith the connotation of empty, 
worthless, futile (yes, the Borg kind). Qohelet uses this word in the same sense in verses 22 and 23.  
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Qohelet, in v. 20, despairs because of the impending loss of everything he has worked so hard for. 
This is the only place the word translated “despair” occurs in the Hebrew Bible. Fox says that in rab-
binic Hebrew, it means “to give up for lost” (Fox, 17). I will discuss this despair in the section below on 
“What is Real” and the Materialism worldview. 

     Not everyone realizes that the diligent pursuit of work as a way to find significance is futile. But 
whether they realize it or not, like Qohelet in v. 23, their days are often filled with grief, their work sor-
rowful, and their mind never rests—even at night. Qohelet feels like all he’s working for is nothing but 
chasing the wind (hebel). 

The Hebrew word translated “grief” in v. 23 is literally pain, both physical and mental. And the 
word is plural—multiple pains. The Hebrew word translated “sorrowful” connotes sadness, and anger. 
This is what Job tries to describe in Job 6.2 (“Oh that my grief were actually weighed and laid in the 
balances together ….). Is it any wonder that the pursuit of work as the source of significance results in 
an epidemic of insomnia? 

GET ALL THE GUSTO YOU CAN FROM LIFE  

24 There is nothing better for a person than to eat, drink, and enjoy their work. I 
have seen that even this is from God’s hand, 25 because who can eat and who can enjoy 
life apart from him? 26 For to the person who is pleasing in his sight, he gives wisdom, 
knowledge, and joy; but to the sinner he gives the task of gathering and accumulating 
in order to give to the one who is pleasing in God’s sight. This too is futile and a pursuit 
of the wind. 

    Qohelet said that eating, drinking, and working were futile, empty, and chasing the wind. So, how can 
he now say that “there is nothing better than for a person than to eat, drink, and enjoy their work” ? 
     The key is the statement in v. 24 that it is from God’s hand. When we cease striving after knowledge, 
pleasure, wealth, and work in our search for significance and instead find significance in our relationship 
with God, all those things become something to enjoy. This places us back in the Garden of Eden. What 
a contrast Qohelet enables us to see! 

 

 “Eating and drinking and enjoying one’s work 
are an expression of the shalom that God intended for 
his creation and humankind in particular. It is the vi-
son evoked in Eden” (Bartholomew, 152). We are  

Our relationship with God is what makes 

everything meaningful and good in our life. 

admonished in Col 10.31, “Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of 
God.” I explore this concept more fully in the “What is Real” section below and the Creationism 
worldview.  
          Qohelet challenges us in v. 25 to consider how it’s possible to enjoy life apart from God. If we are 
pleasing in his sight, he gives us wisdom, knowledge, and joy.  The Hebrew word translated “joy” 
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connotes gladness, rejoicing, pleasure, happiness, 
and delight. We will see this Hebrew word again 
in Ecc 5.20 and 9.7. This is the same word used in 
Isa 35.10: “and the ransomed of the LORD will 
return and come to Zion with singing, crowned 
with unending joy. Joy and gladness will overtake 
them, and sorrow and sighing will flee.” 
     Another way to say this is that God intends for 
knowledge, pleasure, wealth, and work to bring us 
genuine joy, but not to be an empty end in them-
selves. 

Idealism 

The most famous proponent of the Idealist worldview was Plato, but it is also the worldview of 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Theosophy, and the New Age.  This worldview says that the only reality is the 
transcendent, unseen world. This present existence on earth has no meaning and no reality. Plato ex-
plained it with the metaphor of a man chained in a cave with his back to the entrance. All the chained 
man could see were the shadows of people passing by the entrance. The chained man thought the 
shadows were reality because he could not turn to the light and see the reality. That man is us, says 
Plato. This life is not real. A person’s body holds their spirit captive, which longs to be freed from this 
mortal coil and merge with the transcendent spirit.  

In Apology of Socrates, Plato records Socrates at his execution as assuring his friends that only his 
body, which was an empty shell, would die. The “real” Socrates was the soul, not the body, and the 
soul was immortal. Socrates admonished them, “If you see a man fretting because he is to die, he is not 
really a philosopher but a philosoma—not a wisdom-lover but a body-lover.” 

Socrates’ last words were, “Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius. Pay it, and don’t forget now.” 
Most scholars believe that Socrates was referring to a severe illness from which Plato had just recov-
ered. Those who had recovered from an illness were expected to donate a cock to the priests of Ascle-
pius, the god of healing. But others think that the cock was for himself and that Socrates was equating 
the passage from this miserable world into a better existence with the healing of an illness. 

The Idealist worldview says that we have no separate identity beyond this life and that nothing we 
do in this life has any value. This view, taken to its logical conclusion, was espoused by Marshall Ap-
plewhite and his “Heaven’s Gate” cult.  The 39 members of the Heaven’s Gate cult committed mass 
suicide in March 1997 in Rancho Santa Fe, California.  

Love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, with all your soul, and with all 

your mind. 
38 

This is the greatest and 

most important command. 
39 

The sec-

ond is like it: Love your neighbor as  

yourself. (Matt 22.37-39)  

 WHAT IS REAL? 

     Biblical Christianity is a worldview, that is, a perspective from which one sees and interprets the 
world. Our worldview is how we organize and understand the world around us.1 We always evaluate 
and organize new information in the context of our worldview. In the academic world, a worldview is 
called a paradigm (părə-dīm′). 

There are only three worldviews in the entire history of intellectual thought: Idealism, Material-
ism, and Creationism. 

________________________ 

1I gained this insight from my professor of systematic theology, Dr. Samuel Mikolaski. He spent a 
semester in Albuquerque teaching in conjunction with Golden Gate Baptist Theological Seminary, now 
Gateway Seminary of the Southern Baptist Convention. Dr. Sam is now in glory, but his son has pre-
served a huge volume of his work and it’s available for free at https://drsamstheology.com/
personalinfo/index.htm.  

https://drsamstheology.com/personalinfo/index.htm
https://drsamstheology.com/personalinfo/index.htm
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The followers of Marshall Applewhite’s Heaven’s Gate cult wrote that they were going to kill 
themselves to escape their “mammalian humanism” (their bodies) on this troubled planet. Then they 
would join a UFO that was following the Hale-Bopp Comet, where they would be able to reach the next 
evolutionary level. 

The cult members wrote “exit statements” that resembled suicide notes. One person wrote: “No 
wealth, no position, no prestige, no family, no physical pleasure, and no religion spouting to hang on to 
any of the above will enable you to survive. They are only entrapments.” Another stated that “humans 
are enslaved through addictions to indulgences such as love, marriage, children and ‘mammalian behav-
ior.’” 

The doctrine of reincarnation is essential to Eastern religions. Through the impersonal laws of kar-
ma and dharma, a person eventually becomes perfect enough that their personal identity at death is 
merged into the group soul, and they no longer must bear the burden of living in this world. 

The belief in reincarnation also maintains that nothing in this life is to be truly valued. Indeed, the 
Dalai Lama, speaking from Lagos, Nigeria, in November 2008, said that sex, however pleasurable it 
might be in the short run, leads to long-term trouble. Celibacy, he maintains, leads to more freedom. 
While sexual desire is natural, he said, our human intelligence should help us understand that too much 
attachment towards your children or partner is one obstacle to peace of mind.  

Materialism 

The second worldview is Materialism. This is the worldview of Aristotle, Marx, Bentham, and, 
frankly, most people living in America and Western Europe today. This worldview says that the only 
reality is this life. There is no unseen world, no transcendent reality. This life is it; then there is no 
more. Since there is nothing beyond this life, the only appropriate moral standard is what is best for me.  

This view, taken to its logical conclusion, 
always leads to ultimate despair. Sartre and Ca-
mus searched for ultimate meaning to life and 
existence, looking no further than this world, 
and found only despair. “Dust in the Wind,” 
the hauntingly beautiful song by Kansas, tells us 
that ultimately life is meaningless. We’re on a 
journey to nowhere, and “all we do crumbles to 
the ground though we refuse to see.” The les-
son? “Now don’t hang on, nothin’ lasts forever 
but the earth and sky, it slips away, and all your 
money won’t another minute buy.”  

https://youtu.be/tH2w6Oxx0kQ 

Ultimate despair leads to nihilism, the philosophy that existence and values are meaningless. Ulti-
mate despair leads to suicide and mercy killing. “The obsession with suicide is also found in more re-
cent philosophers such as Foucault, who celebrated suicide. He asserted that no conduct is more beau-
tiful or, consequently, worthy of thought than suicide. Therefore, one should work on one’s suicide 
throughout one’s life.’ The tendency to naturalize death also remains very strong in our culture. This 
involves viewing death as a mere biological phenomenon that is entirely natural—it should neither scare 
nor outrage us” (Bartholomew, 146). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tH2w6Oxx0kQ
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As I was writing this, I took time to listen to 
Spotify’s Top 50 Pop Hits of June 2022. The mes-
sage of hopelessness in so many of these songs 
broke my heart for this generation. “I wanna get 
numb and forget where I’m from” (“Numb” by 
Marshmello & Khalid). “This is who I am, can’t be 
anyone else, so don’t let me go, save yourself. Just save yourself, just save yourself. I was born to raise 
hell, I was born to take pills. I was born to chase mills. I was born to cave in. I was born to f** hoes, I 
was born to f** up. I was born, what a shame” (“Reputation” by Post Malone). There were so many 
more. (https://open.spotify.com/playlist/0zRBnQGhf1IqokuhnISG97) 

Creationism2 

The third worldview is Creationism. This is the worldview of Judaism and Christianity presented to 
us in Scripture—including Ecclesiastes. This way of looking at life says that everything in this life—our 
loved ones, friends, material comforts, and all creation—are all good. But they are not all that is im-
portant. There is an unseen reality that also exists. Christians find this life good and yet have the hope 
that all the injustices and wrongs suffered in this life will be ultimately remedied in a transcendent reali-
ty, heaven. 

The Creationism worldview is the only worldview that gives purpose to life. The unseen transcend-
ent reality is what makes life in the material world meaningful. God is real and he loves us. He came and 
dwelled among us in the second person of the Trinity, Jesus Christ. The evil, pain, and injustices that 
we bear in this world have meaning and redemptive purpose because of the unseen transcendent reality. 

A tapestry is a good example of this reality. A tapestry is a form of textile art in which the picture is 
displayed on only one side of the textile. It’s intended to hang on a wall and only the picture side is dis-
played. The reverse side of tapestry is a jumble of threads.  

_______________________________ 

     2This is not to be confused with “Scientific Creationism,” which I believe is both bad theology and 
bad science. Feel free to disagree.  

3Corrie Ten Boom, Reflections on God’s Glory: Newly Discovered Meditations (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan), 1999. 

We have this hope as an anchor for 

the soul, firm and secure.  

Heb 6.19(a) 

 
  
 

 The photos above are the front and back of a tapestry Corrie Ten Boom used to illustrate this spir-
itual truth.3 You can see the beautiful image on the front of the tapestry but the reverse side is just a 
jumble of threads. Our view of life is like the back of the tapestry. Things seem  jumbled. But from 
God’s perspective (the other side of the tapestry) it all makes sense and He sees how our jumbled lives 
become a thing of beauty. 

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/0zRBnQGhf1IqokuhnISG97
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________________________ 
     4Words and music by Tim Nichols and Craig Wiseman. © 2004 Warner-Tamerlane Publishing Corp 
and Big Loud Shirt. All rights reserved. Used under license from Alfred Publishing Company.  

I like the way Tim McGraw’s song, “Live Like You Were Dying,” illustrates the beauty of the Cre-
ationism worldview. Rather than suicide in the face of sickness and death, Tim McGraw, in his song 
“Live Like You Were Dying,” sings about a man who tells him: (https://youtu.be/_9TShlMkQnc)  
 

“I was in my early forties 
With a lot of life before me, 

when a moment came that stopped me on a dime. 
I spent most of the next days 

Looking at the x-rays 
Talking ‘bout the options 

And talking ‘bout sweet time.” 
I asked him when it sank in 

that this might really be the real end. 
How’s it hit ya’ 

When you get that kind of news? 
Man, what’d you do?’ 

 
And he said 

“I went skydiving, 
I went Rocky Mountain climbing, 

I went two point seven seconds  
on a bull named Fu Manchu. 

And I loved deeper 
And I spoke sweeter 

And I gave forgiveness, I’d been denying.” 
And he said, 

“Someday I hope you get the chance 
To live like you were dying” 

 
He said, 

“I was finally the husband 
that most the time I wasn’t, 

and I became a friend a friend would like to have. 
And all ’a sudden goin’ fishin’ 

Wasn’t such an imposition, 
and I went three times that year I lost my dad. 

I fin’lly read the Good Book  
and I took a good long, hard look 

at what I’d do if I could do it all again.” 
… 

To live you were dying, 
like tomorrow was a gift 

and you’ve got eternity to think about 
what you’d do with it.4 

https://youtu.be/_9TShlMkQnc
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DOES WORLDVIEW MATTER? 
Is your faith important enough that you’d give up everything, even your life for it? That was the 

question on Steve Saint’s mind when he went to Timbuktu. You might ask yourself, why would Steve 
Saint go to Timbuktu? Well, all his life, he’d heard the word “Timbuktu” used to represent the ends of 
the earth and when he found out there really was a placed named Timbuktu he decided to go there. 

In 1986, Steve, who was a pilot for Mission Aviation Fellowship, had an opportunity to fly there on a 
small six-seater aircraft chartered by UNICEF. UNICEF had two doctors in Timbuktu. Steve was told 
that the doctors might want to return on the flight and if they did he would be bumped, but he decided 
to take the chance. 

Timbuktu, turned out to be an enormously desolate place. The country was in the midst of a 
drought and there was nothing green in sight.  The town itself had a population of about 20,000 at that 
time. 

Sure enough, the UNICEF doctors decided to fly back and Steve was bumped from his ride. He 
went to the village marketplace to see if he could hire a truck to take him back to Bamako, a trip of 500 
miles, but he soon found out that there were no roads open back to Bamako. 

Steve was beginning to get nervous. He was eyed suspiciously by everyone in the marketplace. He 
knew that many westerners just disappeared in this part of the country.   

Steve had recently had an overpowering desire to talk to his father and that impression came upon him again 
in a powerful way. But he couldn’t talk to his father, because his father was dead. 

Steve Saint’s father was the famous Nate Saint, one of five missionaries who in 1956 flew into the 
jungle of South America to establish a mission to the Auca Indians. Shortly after they landed, they were 
all murdered by some of the Auca Indians. 

Steve had lately been haunted by the question, “Why did my father have to die?” The murder of his 
father had been so capricious. Investigation had shown that the violence was not directed against mis-
sionaries or white people in general.  They just happened to land on a day when a small band of Auca 
men were in a bad mood. If they had landed even one day later, nothing would probably have happened.  
Frankly, Steve’s faith was being tried.  He was only 5 years old when his father was killed, and he 
missed him very much. Steve prayed, “God, I’m in trouble here. Please keep me safe and show me a 
way to get back. Please reveal Yourself and Your love to me the way You did to my father.” 

As Steve strolled through the marketplace in Timbuktu, he remembered being told that there was a 
tiny church in the village and that he should look it up if he had the chance. He asked the children in the 
marketplace, who were surrounding him and seeking handouts, to take him to the church. 

They led him to a door down a dirt alley. There he met a young Berber man who was a Christian,. 
The Berber, whose name was Yatara, signaled for Steve to follow him and led him to the other side of 
town, to the home of an American missionary who could serve as a translator. 

Steve, through the missionary-translator, asked Yatara how he became a Christian. Yatara told him 
that as a small boy, he and a friend decided to sneak into the missionary’s garden to steal some carrots.  
They had been warned by their elders that white men eat Berber children. The boys got caught, but 
found that the missionary was very nice to them. The missionary gave them carrots, some cards that 
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had God’s promises from the Bible written on them, and a Bic pen. 
Yatara learned the verses because he was impressed with the Bic pen.  Only the headmaster of the 

school and a government man in Timbuktu had a Bic pen.  When his family discovered that he had the 
pen, they beat him severely for talking to the missionary. 

Yatara became convinced by the Bible promises and his family disowned him.  In fact, Yatara’s 
mother decided to poison him.  She obtained some poison from a sorcerer and poisoned his food at a 
family feast.  Yatara ate the food and wasn’t affected, but his brother, not knowing the food had been 
poisoned, took a morsel of meat and became violently ill and ended up being partially paralyzed.  After 
that, no one in Timbuktu tried to harm Yatara, but no one would have anything to do with him either. 

After hearing this story, Steve felt compelled to ask Yatara how he was able to keep trusting in Jesus despite 
all the persecution and shunning he received. 

Yatara’s answer to that question ended up blessing both him and Steve and providing proof of 
God’s providential care and love even when disasters and tragedies occur. 

Yatara said that the missionary gave him some books about other Christians who had suffered for 
their faith. His favorite was about five young men who willingly risked their lives to take God’s good 
news to the stone age Auca Indians in the jungles of South America.  

Yatara, who had known only desert all of his life, could not imagine how much courage it took to go 
into the jungle. He was also very impressed that these five men, who had guns, chose not to use them to 
protect themselves. The missionary said that he remembered the story and that one of the five young 
men had the same last name as Steve.  

Steve told them that he was the son of the slain missionary, Nate Saint. Yatara was overjoyed to 
meet the son of one of the missionaries he had so admired. They talked through the afternoon. That 
night, Steve found out that the doctors had been unable to return in the airplane after all and that he 
would be able to fly out of Timbuktu. 

As he flew out of Timbuktu, Steve was struck by the incredible love and concern of a God who 
would arrange for Yatara and him to meet at the ends of the earth just to bolster each other’s faith.   

Yatara was given assurance that the story was indeed true and Steve was given assurance that God 
had used his father’s death for good.   

His father, by dying, had helped give Yatara a faith worth dying for. And Yatara, in return, had 
helped Steve’s Dad give that same faith back to him. 

Ideas Have Consequences  

Bad Ideas Have Victims 




