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Study/Series: Old Testament Overviews

Ecclesiastes

I. Introduction.

A. Theme of Ecclesiastes: “Vanity of vanities.”  All is vanity in a life lived apart from God.

B. Introductory Notes.

1. Expanding on the theme.  It is vanity, or folly, to pursue personal happiness or satisfaction

in created things as one’s highest good.  To put it another way, it is folly to pursue personal

happiness as one’s highest good apart from God.  God, not His creation, is the highest value. 

What is one’s worldview?  Life simply “under the sun” = folly.  Life under God = wisdom. 

Gleason Archer: “Having shown the vanity of living for worldly goals, the author clears the

way for a truly adequate worldview which recognizes God Himself as the highest value of

all, and the meaningful life as the one which is lived in His service.  Only as a vehicle for the

expression of divine wisdom, goodness, and truth does the world itself possess any real

significance.”  To summarize from Hendriksen: life lived under the sun in contrast with life

lived under God.

2. Brief outline.  There are four discourses, but different ways of looking at them.  An amalgam

of ideas perhaps coves it best.  We begin with Archer’s outline of the first discourse and mix

in ideas from Hendriksen’s.

II. First Discourse: the Vanity of Human Wisdom.  Chapters 1-2.

A. Theme Statement of the Book.  Chapter 1:1-3.  The vanity of all merely human effort and

experience; i.e., life under the sun, not under God.

B. Development and Demonstration of the Theme.  Chapter 1:4 - 2:26.  

1. Meaningless cycle of human life and history.  1:4-11.



2. Ultimate uselessness of human “wisdom” and philosophy.  1:12-18.  In Thales to Dewey,

Gordon Clark traces the recurring pattern throughout history since the ancient philosophers

of just a few types of philosophy.  Each one, whether Empiricism, Rationalism, etc.,

ultimately leads the culture to skepticism and the introduction of another of the repeated

philosophies to guide the thought of the culture.  All of them are failures.

3. Emptiness of the enjoyments of pleasure and wealth.  2:1-11.  The unbeliever is unable to

find satisfaction in any of his idols.  The billionaire always needs another dollar; the drunk

needs another drink.  Still they are not satisfied.

4. The ultimate death even of the wise.  2:12-17.

5. The futility of leaving the fruits of one’s labor to undeserving heirs.  2:18-23.

6. The necessity of contentment with God’s providences.  2:24-26.  Hendriksen would have

called this passage a solution to the problem rather than only a demonstration of the theme. 

We would modify that and call it the answer of life under God to the vanity of life under the

sun.   The balance of the book can be similarly broken down.  We adapt if from Hendriksen;

it is a bit stilted in places, but useful.

III. Second Discourse.  Chapters 3-5.

A. The Wisdom of Life under God with reference to life and death.  Chapter 3:1-15.  Life is God’s gift

to the man who pleases Him, in light of the present and eternity.

B. Vanity: Life under the sun with reference to death.  3:16-4:16.  It says that what befalls men befalls

beasts; all go to the same place.  This is the doubting immortality under human philosophy.

C. The Answer.  Chapter 5.  The highest good is to be sought in God’s house, obeying His ordinances:

this is life under God; a wise philosophy and worldview.

IV. Third Discourse.  Chapters 6-7.

A. Vanity.  Chapter 6.  Who knows what is good for man in life; i.e., the attainments sought by the

unbelieving world are inadequate.



B. Answer.  Chapter 7.  Wisdom is as good or better than an inheritance.

V. Fourth Discourse.  Chapters 8-12.

A. Answer (a further answer to the vanity of chapter 6).  8:1-5.  Who is the wise man?  He is wise who

discerns time and good judgment.

B. Vanity.  8:6-13.  The misery of man.  The Answer: It shall be well with those who fear God.

C. Vanity.  8:14 - 9:1.  The righteous and the wicked receive each other’s deserts.  The Answer: the

works of both are in the hand of God.

D. Vanity.  9:2-10.  There is one fate for those who sacrifice and those who don’t.  The Answer: God

has already accepted the works of His own man.

E. Vanity.  9:11 - 11:6.  Death is inevitable, and life is uncertain; folly brings ill effects.  The Answer:

invest your life well under God.

F. Vanity.  11:7 - 12:7.  The futility of life is followed by God’s judgment.  The Answer.  Start living

for God while you are still young.

G. Vanity.  12:8-11.  The search for wisdom apart from God is vanity of vanities.  The Answer: words

of wisdom that come from the Great Shepherd, God.  The conclusion to all: live life under God, for

this is wisdom.


