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A Disappointing Discovery (continued)
From experience, the Preacher learned that 

man is powerless (1:1–2:26), Part 2

People often claim that education resolves almost every con-
ceivable problem that individuals and communities face. If 

-
ment goes, there would be no political instability, internation-

-
lege or university degree in hand, graduates are supposedly 

s loftiest advance-
s prob lems. Solomon 

no answer for the seeming futility of life and inevitability of 
death. Life
remain unresolved after the best of man
them. Thus, Solomon turns to another potential means for de-

In Pursuit of Pleasure (2:1-9)
Pleasure for Solomon involves play (vv. 1-3), property and 

-6), and possessions (vv. 7-8) – or, put another way, 
entertainment, , and earnings. He has already tried erudition.

accom plish much during their reigns. Their own inscriptions 
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tend to list their accomplishments as evidence that they 

required for a healthy and happy existence. Much of it sounds 

the Moabite Stone by King Mesha of Moab (ca. 830 ), who 
is mentioned in 2 Kings 3:

Qaryaten.…

It was I (who) built Qarhoh, the wall of the forests and the wall 

s house, and I made both of its reservoirs for water 
inside the town.… And I cut beams for Qarhoh with Israelite 
captives. I built Aroer, and I made the highway in the Arnon 

Bezer – for it lay in ruins …1

–1686 ), commemo-
rates his accomplishments by means of various dating 
formulas employed to refer to each year of his reign. He 

established, constructed, or restored, or whom he defeated. 
The following provides a partial listing:

1. Ancient Near Eastern Texts 
Relating to the Old Testament
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abundance-for-the-people, the Beloved-of-Anu-and-

supply …
2

In light of Mesha s and Hammurabi s claims, Solomon s list 
-9) run according to expec-

Solomon confesses that all such 
accomplishments bring him no lasting satisfaction. Why the 

and Hammurabi worship idols. Their idolatry causes them 
no loss of sleep, but Solomon s does. One who knows the true 

under the sun. He retains a true perspective of the value of 
earthly achievements and success.

An interpretive problem. Ancient versions and modern 

s ( ) translation – 
– contrasts with 

that of the New American Standard Updated ( ) and 
New Revised Standard Version ( ) which read ‘many 

shad), 
indicating a colloquialism for women who provide pleasure.3 

shaditum).4 -

Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament
 

Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs

Ecclesiastes



A Disappointing Discovery (continued)52

hotep III (ca. 1417–1353 -
manding forty concubines employs a very similar term in a 

-
cubine, the scribe inserted the Canaanite word.5

versions prefer to follow the Mishnah s rendering of the term 
6

racham 
rahamatayim) that the  translates ‘A maiden, two maid-

 ‘a girl or 7 The phrase involves a singular 
and a dual form of the noun that could also be translated 

shiddah weshiddot

is but one more piece of evidence tipping the scales in favor 
, ).

Still Pursuing the Wind (2:10-11)
In his pursuit of pleasure Solomon denies himself nothing. He 

pleasure with gusto.

Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament

weaving women

Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of 
Songs
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are ephemeral and useless in light of eternity. In every way they 

True joy cannot originate within man himself. That is the 

pleasure.

Solomon’s Assessment of Life under the Sun (2:12-17)

8 Note that 
consecutive verses commence with the same word (a literary 

9

Solomon changes the subject. Solomon has completed his pur-

one after the other. 10

Although the second half of verse 12 might be somewhat 
enigmatic, there is no reason to emend the Hebrew text to try 

11

12 In other words, how would 
Solomon

 – Adam – 13 Though a 
clever suggestion, it does not present a material change in 

Eaton, Ecclesiastes
Ecclesiastes

11. Ibid.
Eaton, Ecclesiastes

Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs
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the ultimate meaning. As Brown points out, the statement ‘is 
14 In spite of his exhaustive and 

detailed investigation, Solomon obtains no answers to his 
questions – even after pursuing wisdom and its opposites, 

Due to the extent of his observations, Solomon has no 
doubts about the relative value of wisdom over folly (v. 13). 
He himself (the Hebrew employs an emphatic personal pro-

same word the writer uses in 1:3 (‘What advantage does man 

therefore avail himself of many advantages and avoid many 
15

With all of its advantages, however, wisdom cannot over-

(vv. 14-16). Pursuing wisdom and education has limited advan -
tages – advantages limited to this life. Wisdom cannot prevent 
death and does not supercede death. Therefore, an individual 
is unwise who occupies himself or herself too deeply with 

nothing exists after death and the totality of a person s existence 
consists of his or her presence here on earth, then would it not 

Why then have 

for a person to prepare for eternity than to immerse oneself in 
preparing for this life alone.

Brown, Ecclesiastes
Hengstenberg, Ecclesiastes
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The seeming equality at death of both the fool and the wise 
(v. 16) does not negate the superiority of wisdom over folly. 
Solomon does not denigrate wisdom, he merely points the 
reader to the ultimate reality of death. True wisdom involves 
the fear of the
such wisdom will experience everlasting life (Dan. 12:1-3).

16 As Heng-
stenberg wisely observes, hating life ‘is by no means in itself 

17 Perhaps Solomon s feel ings 
were much deeper than those normally experienced by others. 
We should not expect that someone imitating Solomon s investi-
gations would come to the same dramatic conclusion. After all, 
Solomon is a believer, not an unbeliever. The unbeliever holds no 

and the experience of one who possesses eternal life and divine 
forgive ness. Solomon has tasted the glorious wonders of divine 
grace. God granted him the best of divine wisdom. Previously 

life and he is fully aware of how he has lost its joy.
Solomon can identify with Adam s feelings in his fall from 

of his loss. What a contrast between God s blessing and God s 
judgment. For the believer fellowship with God involves a 

with God in such terms:
… what we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that 

write, so that our joy may be made complete. This is the message 
we have heard from Him and announce to you, that God is Light, 

Hengstenberg, Ecclesiastes
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fellowship with Him and yet 

in the Light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of 

-8)

Lord s salvation needs restoring (Ps. 51:12). Solomon does not 

to compare it with true wisdom provides evidence of his 

own father had declared would be the result of restoration: 
‘Then

By explaining his intense disgust with life as he has been 
living it, Solomon invites his readers to consider his reasons 
for feeling so strongly. After all, many of them (especially 
those who are unbelievers with their hands on the reins 
of power within their own political realms) experience the 

positions occasionally contact people living in poverty and 
ill health, but cannot relate to their lowly condition. Solomon 
did not rise from the dung heap to sit on the throne of David. 

the beggar s shanty. Since Solomon was raised in the palace, 

is not the case, however. To put it simply, Solomon stoops to 

-32).

Solomon’s Assessment of Labor under the Sun (2:18-23)
Two observations highlight this section: (1) ‘
occurs repeatedly in a crescendo and (2) ‘this also is
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concludes verses 18-19, 20-21, 22-23, and 24-26.
Verses 12-

and life and death. An additional contrast between rest and 
labor arises in verses 18-
in verse 18 is the second half of the anaphora that starts with 

18 Irony exists in this declaration since 
Solomon has already said, ‘my heart was pleased because of 

heart into a condition of despair. His disillusionment with 
s worst enemy! 

over his life
pass into the hands of some one inept (v. 21) – his own son, 
Rehoboam, who will not appreciate what he receives because 
he has expended no labor for it. In fact, God has already 

death (1 Kings 11:9-13).
s complaint: ‘For what does 

a man get in all his labor and in his striving with which he 

 – he stresses over 
his own reputation and self-image. It even leaves him sleep-
less at night when his weary and exhausted body and mind 

of the righteous. Psalm 127:1-
in Solomon s own words:

Unless the L  builds the house, 

Unless the L  guards the city, 
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It is vain for you to rise up early, 
To retire late,

For He gives to His beloved sleep.

they do not get the proper amount of sleep to maintain good 

true joy and rest only when we cast all our cares upon the 

which He is pleased (Phil. 2:13).

The Search’s Conclusion (2:24-26)
Solomon s conclusion may be summarized simply as three 
basic principles:

Man is not good.
God is the Giver.
There is no enjoyment in life apart from God.

-

verse 24, one must compare it with what appears to be the 
identical sentence in 8:15. In 2:24 the sentence reads literally, 

good [an idiom = get satisfaction
literally, ‘There is no good for man beneath the sun except to 

(v. 24) as the cor-
rect translation. Verse 26 reiterates the concept of sinful man 
when Solomon contrasts the gifts God gives to good men and 
sinners. However, we are still left with the problem of how 

translates it as ‘It is not a good thing inherent in man that he 
19 Such a 

Leupold, Ecclesiastes
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is merely this, that even the simplest forms of enjoyment cannot 
20 Translators and 

not an advisable treatment of the text.21

does not give approval to hedonism (the pursuit of and devo-

s sight 
and the sinner (v. 26). Solomon s appraisal of the world agrees 

the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from 
the Father, but is from the world. The world is passing away, 
and also -

-
22 

enjoyment for the believer. Indeed, because the unbeliever 

23

m@m
Ecclesiastes

The Burden of God
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s gifts that 2:24-26 reveal.


