Sydney BPC Seminar: Know the Meaning of Life

Ecc 1:1-3: Introduction to Ecclesiastes
Introduction
In life, we all strive to find meaning and fulfilment in the things that we do. Nobody wants to live an aimless, unfulfilled life, one full of regrets and laments. However, do we know how to find this fulfilment? Don’t we want to have a meaningful life that brings glory to God? 
The book of Ecclesiastes was a book written to address these issues. It asks the right questions about life, and then seeks to find the solution. We see Solomon as he asks: what profit does a man have in all the labours which he has in this life? Does it not all end in shame and misery? He thus brings us through his journey as he experiment with life and observes the way people around him life, all in a bid to try to find fulfilment in life. It is not a direct path that he takes, for he makes many mistakes along the way in his quest for meaning in life. Yet at the end of it all, he rightly concludes that above all, we must fear God and keep His commandments, for that is truly what man was made for. 
Thus as we read the book of Ecclesiastes, we have a timeless commentary on the frailty of human wisdom, and the vanity of life here on Earth if it is lived apart from God. It is a book that is highly applicable for our current atheistic age, where men refuse to acknowledge God, living lives only in pursuit of worldly pleasures. Such was the experience of Solomon, and he thus wrote the book of Ecclesiastes as a reflective and retrospective look at the vanities of life that he has observed. This is a book that is filled with practical wisdom to guide a man in any age to know the true meaning of life, and to realize that a life lived apart from God is a meaningless life.
However, it is sad to see that in every age, so many people, even Christians, throw themselves headlong into the world, and chase after the things of the world. Such was the case in the time of Solomon, of John (1 John 2:15-17), and such is the case even more so in today’s day and age.
As we study this book, the question that we would have to continually ask ourselves is this: Do I truly understand the meaning of life? And is my life a life of vanity, doing all things apart from God, or do I truly fear God, and desire to keep his commandments?
Name of the Book
The title ‘Ecclesiastes’ as found in the English Bible, is a direct transliteration from the Greek name of the book, ‘ekklesiastes’ taken from the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the Greek Septuagint. This word ‘ekklesiastes’, is an accurate rendition of the Hebrew word qôheleth, which is the word that is in turn translated as ‘preacher’ in the book of Ecclesiastes. 
This word, ‘qoheleth’ is what the author of the book titles himself, and occurs only in the book of Ecclesiastes and nowhere else in the Bible (a total of 7 times, Ecc 1:1,2, 12, 7:27, 12:8-10, and translated as ‘preacher’ each time in the English Bible). It comes from the root word in Hebrew ‘qahal’ which literally means ‘to assemble, to gather together’. When it is used here in the participle form, the word ‘qoheleth’ can be rendered ‘the one who calls and assembles people together’. In this light, we see that it refers to more than just a preacher, but to one who calls and assembles people together to come to listen to his message. Thus by using this term to title himself, Solomon is coming before the people, and calling upon them to hear his words, not as the decrees of a sovereign King, but wise words of an old man who has a message to share with people whom he cares about.
For all of us who come to read the book of Ecclesiastes, we too are sitting at the feet of the wise preacher who has gathered the people to teach them ‘knowledge… many proverbs… acceptable words… words of truth’ (Ecc 12:9-10). These are all descriptions given of the precious contents of the book of Ecclesiastes. There are certainly wise words of wisdom that we would do well to take heed to! To read the book of Ecclesiastes is to gather to avail ourselves to the wisdom of God, to be like one of the congregation who “bow down thine ear, and hear the words of the wise, and apply thine heart unto my knowledge.” Prov 22:17.  
Author
The author of the book of Ecclesiastes is undisputedly King Solomon, the son of King David and Bethsheba. It is stated very clearly in Ecc 1:1, that it is ‘the words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem.’, and later in verse 12, the author describes himself. ‘I the Preacher was king over Israel in Jerusalem.’ King David had only one son who became the legitimate king of Israel in Jerusalem, and that was King Solomon. These are facts of history that are clearly recorded for us in other parts of the Bible. Also, it is clear that the author was a person of great wisdom and wealth, who had experienced much in life, both in close relationship with God, and also one which was backslidden and far from God. This is exactly what we read of in the life of King Solomon.
Yet despite such clear indication that Solomon is indeed the author, there are numerous critics of the Bible who would claim otherwise. They reject Solomon as the author of the book of Ecclesiastes, and instead claim that it was written much later, during the post-exilic period. They would point out that Solomon did not directly name himself as the author of the book, unlike what he wrote in his other two books. They also claim that the language used was much different from that which he used in Proverbs and in the Songs of Solomon, and was also language which was not characteristic of people in that time period. They also assert that the historical situation described in Ecclesiastes do not reflect the circumstances in which Solomon ruled. 
However, these are all the subjective opinions of scholars who chose to reject the simple understanding of Scripture. If we sincerely regard the Bible is inerrant and infallible, the simple statement that the book was written by ‘the son of David, king in Jerusalem’ would be enough to convince one that this was indeed referring to Solomon. Furthermore, an author can and would employ a wide variety of styles when he is describing different topics and issues. The theme and content of Ecclesiastes and Songs of Solomon differ greatly, and it is only natural for the style of writing to be different. Finally, a faulty understanding of the contents of the book would lead one to see the circumstances described as being different from Solomon’s reign. As we study the book we would realize that the misery, poverty and evils that are described here do not portray a nation in turmoil in the political or social sense, but rather the frustration at the vanities of life and the wickedness and corruption of this world. Thus the simple conclusion is that King Solomon himself is the author of the book, and not a later king of Israel, or the work of some unnamed scribes who tried to pass off as a king.
Historical Context
1 Kings 1-11, 1 Chronicles 28 - II Chronicles 9
By the providential hand of God, the life of Solomon has been recorded for us in detail in the books of 1 Kings and also 1 and 2 Chronicles. In knowing the details of the life of Solomon, we would be able to much better understand the words of Solomon in the book of Ecclesiastes, and realize what he meant when he made declarations of his own wealth, wisdom and accomplishments. 
To get a good idea of the historical context in which Ecclesiastes was written, one would do well to read through the first eleven chapters of the book of 1 Kings, and also its parallel account in Chronicles. 
Very briefly, some of the highlights of Solomon’s life are as such: He was appointed as King of Israel after the death of his father David. He started out well, with the words of his father still ringing in his head. ‘And thou, Solomon my son, know thou the God of thy father, and serve him with a perfect heart and with a willing mind: for the LORD searcheth all hearts, and understandeth all the imaginations of the thoughts: if thou seek him, he will be found of thee; but if thou forsake him, he will cast thee off forever. Take heed now; for the LORD hath chosen thee to build a house for the sanctuary: be strong, and do it’ (1Ch 28:9-10). At the very beginning of his reign, when the Lord appeared to him, he asked only for wisdom to rule the kingdom. The Lord was pleased with his request and granted it to him, along with a promise of great riches in life. (1 Kings 3:3-14). He then fulfilled his father’s charge and built the temple of the Lord (1 Kings 6), and led the whole nation in a reverential and humble prayer in dedication to the Lord God (1 Kings 8).
However his heart soon turned far away from the Lord. He disobeyed the commandments of the Lord, and took to himself many wives from heathen nations, either for pleasure, or for political reasons. With them came various forms of Idolatry, and in order to appease them, he too went after their strange gods, and forsook the LORD God Jehovah (1 Kings 11:1-8). He was thus rebuked and chastised (1 Kings 11:14-40), and in all likelihood he repented, turned back to the Lord, and wrote the book of Ecclesiastes. 
Date
The book of Ecclesiastes was therefore probably written at the very end of the life of Solomon, after he had turned back to the Lord, and realized the folly of his ways. This is evidenced by the numerous references that Solomon makes to issues which he had experienced and observed in life. Such reflections can only come from one who has experienced much in life, and is now penning his thoughts, observations and also counsel to the generations that would come after him. This is the view taken by most conservative, reliable commentaries and Bible scholars.
Therefore the date of these writings would be about 940- 930 BC or so, towards the very end of his reign. It is with such a view that this book will be studied.
Purpose
Why then did Solomon decide to write this book? What was his purpose for recording the mistakes of his life in such frank and open details? Again numerous liberal scholars have sought to discredit the book, and allege that it is no more than the writings of man apart from God. However, we should reject such unbelieving views, and must first realize that this book is inspired of God, and definitely part of the Biblical Canon. Therefore it is first and foremost written for ‘doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness…’ (2 Tim 3:16). With regards to the actual purpose of this book, Albert Barnes gives a good perspective:
The author was evidently a man of profound faith in God, of large and varied personal experience, of acute observation of men and things, and of deep sensibility. Probably he was first moved to write by a mind painfully full of the disappointing nature of all things viewed apart from God: next by deep sympathy with fellow-men touched by the same natural feelings as himself, and suffering like him, though each in their several ways; and thirdly, by the evident desire to lead other men, and specially young men, out of the temptations which he had felt, and out of the perplexities which once entangled and staggered him. (Albert Barnes, Introduction to Ecclesiastes)
Thus we realize that the book of Ecclesiastes was the result of a sincere desire of an elderly man who has experienced life and all that it seeks to offer, tasted the vanity and futility of it, and now seeks to encourage men who come after him to not go down the same bitter path that he has gone. He therefore seeks to point men and women towards God, to fear God and keep His commandments, and not to seek after the vanities of life. 
Important Terms
As one reads through the book of Ecclesiastes, one would realize that a number of phrases unique to this book keep reappearing, and would almost jump out at the reader. Therefore in order to fully understand the book of Ecclesiastes, there are a number of important terms and themes that we should look into first, before examining the text itself. 
“Vanities of Vanities; all is vanity”
Out of 72 times that the word ‘vanity’ occurs in the whole Bible it is used a total of 38 times in the book. Thus more than half of the occurrences of this word are found in the book of Ecclesiastes. Understanding the meaning and significance of this word is key to our understanding of the book of Ecclesiastes.
The word translated as ‘vanity’ comes from the Hebrew word ‘hebel’, which literally means air, vapour or breath. It is therefore used to signify the meaning as translated in Ecclesiastes, as that which is vain, empty, temporal and unsatisfactory. The phrase ‘vanity of vanities’ the Hebrew is really just the same word repeated twice in a slightly different form. When it is expressed in this manner, it is used emphatically, where the thought is emphasized, meaning ‘extremely vain’ or ‘the vainest’. 
This word thus represents the central theme to which the book of Ecclesiastes will compare life to. From the opening phrase in Ecc 1:2, Solomon sets down the statement ‘Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity.’, and all the way to the end, he concludes with the same thought: ‘Vanity of vanities, saith the preacher; all is vanity.’ (Ecc 12:8). In the middle, and throughout the whole book, he will repeat this thought over and over again, as he brings up various experiences in life that he had, and observations of life that he makes, he comments that this and that is also vanity. 
One would be reminded here of a similar statement of life that James would make in the New Testament, where he exhorts his readers to consider, ‘Whereas ye know not what shall be on the morrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapor, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away’ (Jas 4:14).
We must realize that these statements are not the despairing cry of a jaded individual on the brink of suicide, but rather the right view of life that we should all adopt, when looking at the world and all the temporal pleasures that it has to offer. Solomon was viewing the world from a believer’s perspective, having eternity’s values in view. He realized that any worldly pursuit that man has is vain, being temporal, unsatisfactory, and useless. It is only through God, and living a life for him, can we break free from the vanity of life, and lead a fulfilling life in Christ. 
 “Vexation of Spirit”
Another statement that we see repeated over and over again, and also often used together with ‘vanity’, is the phrase ‘vexation of spirit’. This phrase and the word vexation itself are unique to the book of Ecclesiastes, and they occur a total of 10 times. To vex something or someone, would me to anger, agitate, harass, or even to afflict. This is the thought put forth by Solomon here. He says that as he experiences and observes things in this world, not only does he consider them to be vain and empty, but often times his spirit is vexed, troubled by the futility that he sees in life apart from God. 
When we examine the word for vexation in the Hebrew, we see an even more vivid image. The word comes from a root word which means to feed or even devour. The picture presented here is one whereby a person’s soul is fed upon or ravaged by the things that happen around him, causing anguish, grief and pain!  
This is the godly response of a sanctified man, as he views the wicked, sinful and carnal world around him, he cannot rejoice and be enamoured by it, but rather his soul should be vexed, and much troubled by the gross abominations that he sees around him. Even a worldly man like Lot, who in many areas of his life compromised, and loved the world, but because he was justified, the Bible describes his soul as being vexed continually by all the wickedness that he saw around him, as he stayed in the wicked city of Sodom. As Peter described him as ‘…just Lot, vexed with the filthy conversation of the wicked: (For that righteous man dwelling among them, in seeing and hearing, vexed his righteous soul from day to day with their unlawful deeds)’ (2Pe 2:7-8). 
That too was the response of Solomon as he viewed life and all the pleasures that it seemed to offer. Yet as he gave himself up to experimenting all things under the sun, he realized at the end of it all that it was but vanity, and also that his spirit was vexed. 
“Under the Sun”
Another key statement that is repeated many times is the phrase ‘under the sun’. This phrase is repeated a total of 29 times. Again it is a phrase unique to the book of Ecclesiastes, and was probably a term coined by Solomon himself. Based on the context of the whole book and the way that Solomon uses this phrase here, it is understood to refer to life here on earth, as opposed to eternal life. These are things done under the sun, here on earth, and not what is done beyond the sun, in heaven. It therefore refers to activities that men do apart from God, temporal works that exist only in the present, and have no eternal value. This phrase is synonymous to another similar phrase he uses less often ‘under the heaven’ (Ecc 1:13) or ‘under heaven’ (Ecc 2:3, 3:1), all of which refers to activities in this physical world, as contrasted against the spiritual, heavenly realm.
Therefore in the 3rd verse of the first chapter, he asks very directly, ‘what profit hath a man of all his labour which he had done under the sun?’ He thus sets down this statement and exclaims that all the works which man endeavours to do here on earth apart from God has no lasting value, no profit, and no eternal gain. The reason being, it is done on earth, for temporal gain, and is apart from heaven. 
Such is the teaching of Christ as well, as he taught his disciples in Mark 8:36  ‘For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?’ In Solomon’s vocabulary, Christ would say what shall it profit a man, if he gains all things under the sun, and lose his own soul? This is the central thought of the book of Ecclesiastes – that all of man’s work is but vanity and vexation of spirit, if they are pursuits made under the sun, apart from God.
“Eat drink and be merry” 
Finally, another phrase that must be noted and explained is rather a thought that repeats but in slightly different phrasing – that is to eat, drink and enjoy the fruits of one’s labour. In modern terms, it is easily identifiable with the phrase ‘eat drink and be merry’. This thought is found a total of 5 times in this book, in Ecc 2:24, 3:13, 5:18, 8:15 and 9:7.
Upon seeing this phrase, many would immediately think of the so-called ‘Epicurean’ philosophy, and thus condemn the phrase, saying it is not a philosophy we should adopt, instead labelling these statements as the teachings of a worldly wise man. However, if one were to examine the statements closer, you would realize that it is indeed a godly perspective of life, and is one that Solomon brings to us as words of advice and not sarcastic laments of a bitter man. 
Each time he uses the phrase, he would qualify the pursuit of pleasure with the acknowledgment that such enjoyments are from God, and the fruits of his honest labour. What Solomon is encouraging here is not a wanton hedonistic lifestyle that seeks to gratify the desires of the flesh, but rather to be content and satisfied with the blessings that God has given to man. He encourages all to labour in order to enjoy the fruits of their labour, to eat and drink, acknowledging that it is all the hand of God that provides. In the context of the verse he also discourages greed that we do not seek after riches and wealth but just to be content and rejoice over what we have – sufficient to eat and drink.
Note that in two other places in the Bible, we see a slight modification of the phrase, where it is used negatively, in Isa 22:13 and 1 Cor 15:32, which says ‘let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die’. We must realize the distinction here, that no mention is made in the acknowledgment of God, but rather it is a philosophy of hopelessness, that a man facing impending mortality has nothing more to live for than the present, and therefore he should enjoy himself while he can, for his death will soon come. Sad to say, this is the prevailing mind-set of the world today, where people simply live for their present luxuries, and give no thought for the morrow. Such a philosophy is even seen in advertisements, where we have famous catch phrases and mottos such as Reebok’s ‘life is short, play hard’ and Nike’s ‘just do it’. 
God – Elohim, Man – Adam.
One final point that one must note here is Solomon’s use of the name of God. In all the 41 times where he mentions God in this book, it is always the Hebrew word ‘elohim’, and not God’s covenantal name ‘Jehovah’. More than half of the times in which the word ‘man’ appears, the Hebrew word used is ‘adam’, where the emphasis is on the man who was made from the dust of the earth, who had life breathed into him by God. This is as opposed to the more common word for man ‘ish’, where it is the more simple and basic word for man as a person, and sometimes as opposed to woman. 
In using Elohim instead of Jehovah, what Solomon emphasizes here is not the covenantal relationship that God has with his chosen people, but instead is the sovereign might and power of the creator God, the God who created the heavens and the earth, and all that is in it. His focus on why one should come to God, is that God is the creator, and is the one that made all things that we have here ‘under the sun’. If we live our lives without acknowledging the creator, and in enjoying our blessings, we forget the one who blessed us with what we have, then life becomes vanity and vexation. However what he would exhort his readers in the concluding statements of Ecc 12, is to remember their creator, and realize their mortality. Thus in response, we must fear God, and keep his commandments, for that is the whole duty of man. 
Important Themes
There are a few important key topics which Solomon will touch on in his discussion of life, and they are good to note at this juncture:
Riches
He deals with the futility of riches, and will be a topic which he will come back to a number of times. Solomon himself was the richest person of his time, and some have said was the richest to ever live. But yet what he realized at the end of his life was that riches did not satisfy at all, but in fact was vanity, vexation of spirit, and in certain aspects, even a sore evil. 
Labour
Another theme that will be touched on is the place of labour in man’s life. On one hand it is necessary, and man should enjoy the fruits of his honest labour. Yet excessively, if it becomes the object of man’s pursuit, it too becomes vanity and a vexation of spirit. Ultimately labour can never satisfy, if it is done under the sun, and apart from God
Wisdom
As the wisest man on earth, Solomon also discusses the value but also vanity of wisdom and knowledge. He did indeed seek after wisdom, and extols its merits, especially in opposition to the foolish. But yet at the same time he also denounced it as vanity and vexation of the spirit. Note that there would be 2 kinds of wisdom that Solomon speaks of here. Firstly would be that of worldly wisdom, speaking of intellectual pursuits and academic interests, which he would denounce. But he would also commend another sort of wisdom, that is godly wisdom, based on a healthy fear of God.
Death
Finally, a thought that he would repeat many times, is the certainty of death, and that it is an inescapable fact of life. As the author of Hebrews wrote, ‘it is appointed unto men once to die’ (Heb 9:27). This is something that Solomon would also discuss in detail, and remind his readers concerning it again and again.
How then are we to understand all these themes? They are facets of life that are fundamental and basic to our existence. We need money to survive; we work and labour to attain it. We all desire wisdom to a certain degree, and will definitely die one day. These themes will all be more fully explored as we study the book if Ecclesiastes in greater detail, and learn from the wise man Solomon, as he was inspired by the Holy Spirit to write for our learning and admonishment. 
Ecc 1-2: Solomon’s Search for the Meaning of Life
Observations Concerning Nature (1:4-11)
The constant cycle of nature
(4)  One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh: but the earth abideth forever. (5)  The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth down, and hasteth to his place where he arose. (6)  The wind goeth toward the south, and turneth about unto the north; it whirleth about continually, and the wind returneth again according to his circuits. (7)  All the rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not full; unto the place from whence the rivers come, thither they return again.  
Continuing in his introduction, Solomon now gives a series of observations which he makes concerning life in general. He first looks at nature and the created world around him, and observes it’s never ending cycle of life. It is interesting to note how astute and scientifically accurate his observations were, again a testament to his amazing God-given intellect. 
He comments on the repetitiveness which he sees in the passing of one generation to another. The wheel of time just keeps turning, and waits for no man. The cycle of life will always continue as it is, as children become adults, and then grow old and die, and then another generation comes to take their place. In nature, there is also continual repetition – the sun which rises in the east and sets in the west, then rises in the east again the next day; the wind which whirls about continually, and never seems to end; the waters of the earth, which continue on in their cycle and never run out. In all this he sees nature as fixed, constant, never changing, for the earth abideth forever. No matter how many times the sun goes down, it will always rise, the wind will always blow, and the rivers always run. 
But yet amidst the constancy, there is much movement, restlessness, for the sun ariseth, goeth down, hasteth; the wind goeth, turneth, whirleth continually, and the rivers run and return hither again. The verbs used are very active verbs, full of movement and activity. So much hustling about, shifting from place to place. This is how nature is, as it was created by God. Ever moving, but never changing. God in His creation placed all these physical laws in place that the natural world will always follow, and serves as a constant remind to us as to the glories of His creation.
In the middle of this whole cycle of nature, is man and his insignificant life. We last but for a single generation. With or without us, the world rushes on, and the earth continues to abide. Understanding nature in such a light really does help to put us into our place, and help us realize how unimportant we really are. Man in his delusions of self-grandeur thinks he is far greater than he really is. Compared to God’s magnificent creation, we are but dust! Yet through it all, God has a plan and a purpose for our life – one that only be fulfilled when the life is lived for God.
The insignificance of human life
(8)  All things are full of labor; man cannot utter it: the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing.  (9)  The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun.  (10)  Is there any thing whereof it may be said, See, this is new? it hath been already of old time, which was before us.  (11)  There is no remembrance of former things; neither shall there be any remembrance of things that are to come with those that shall come after.  
One generation passes, and another comes, but nature will be forever. As Solomon stands and considers nature, he sees that it is so full of movement, activity, as what he describes as ‘labour’. In the midst of all this, man can never fully comprehend or explain all these movements. He can never finish seeing or hearing all of the works of nature. Before the mighty waves of the sea, the gusts of wind, and the heat of the sun, man is indeed so small, and so insignificant. Our lives here on Earth are so short, and we will experience only that many number of sunrises and sunsets, before our end comes. 
Through all this, he observes that there is no end to it. Everything will just continue in the way they were, and there is no new thing under the sun. The mighty forces of nature is fixed, and nothing that happens, can be considered to be something new, for nature has been around since the beginning of time, and has continued in its way ever since. Everything is fixed, and will continue in its daily pattern. There is no remembrance or record of what has happened in the past, and neither shall anything that is to happen be remembered. Man prides himself in the legacy that he would leave behind, because of whatever accomplishments that he has attained in his lifetime. But really, compared to our Creator God, the awesomeness of nature and the rushing tide of time, even the greatest of men are but a footnote and a short sentence in the historical records of the world. 
In light of all this, what is man? What great things can he do to effect any change at all in God’s works of creation? Can he change the patterns of the weather? Can he alter the direction of the sun? Can he make wind to blow in the way he wants it to? For all the scientific advances that man has accomplished, he has yet to control nature. Indeed, there is no invention of man that has not already been seen in God’s grand design of nature. In fact, for all our ‘scientific advancements’, we are only beginning to understand a small fraction of God’s amazing works of creation. God in making this world had already planned and designed all things. Man is but slowly discovering nature, and learning to use it for his own purposes. But the essence of nature itself remains unchanged. Therefore man, and all his wisdom and pride, is but folly and futility, when compared with the might, power and constancy of nature.
Vanity of Striving for Earthly Knowledge and Wisdom (1:12-18)
The exercise of seeking wisdom  - Studying the works of man
(12)  I the Preacher was king over Israel in Jerusalem.  (13)  And I gave my heart to seek and search out by wisdom concerning all things that are done under heaven: this sore travail hath God given to the sons of man to be exercised therewith.  (14)  I have seen all the works that are done under the sun; and, behold, all is vanity and vexation of spirit.  (15)  That which is crooked cannot be made straight: and that which is wanting cannot be numbered.  
So to try to answer the question of ‘what is the meaning of life’, Solomon will now exercise the first gift that God has given to him, and that is his intellect or wisdom, to try to find an answer. He says he gave his heart over to seek and search out wisdom, concerning all things that are done under heaven - that is all things that are done here on the earth. In a sense he decided to become a researcher, to study life as it is, and try to understand it. This act, this restlessness of man, he says, is a ‘sore travail’ that God has given to man to be exercised (literally means depressed, afflicted or busied) with. What he speaks of here is the innate curiosity that man has in life and towards all things that he sees. Very unlike animals, we are creatures who want and need to know, and are not satisfied with just accepting and enjoying the things we see around us. 
Yet at the end of his study, his conclusion was that all the works that are done under the sun are but vanity and vexation of spirit. Note that the wisdom being described here is the first kind of wisdom – worldly wisdom or just the intellectual pursuits of the unregenerate. The more he observed man and their works, the more he realized the futility and frustration that is evident there. Through human effort alone, the crooked can never be made straight, and there are so many things out there that are wanting, that is deficient in some way or another, and nothing can be done to rectify it. There are just simply so many things wrong with this life, this earth, that the more one knows about it, the more frustrating and futile one feels. Human wisdom and human effort alone can do nothing at all. Education, culture, society can do nothing to fix the human condition. Man prides himself in his knowledge and understanding, and thinks himself to be great because of all his studies in the sciences and arts, and his great technological advances. Yet at the end of it all we must realize that we are but all crooked sinners, we are all found wanting. Only Jesus Christ and the Word of God can make all the wrongs right, and the crooked straight. 
The end of the search for wisdom 
(16)  I communed with mine own heart, saying, Lo, I am come to great estate, and have gotten more wisdom than all they that have been before me in Jerusalem: yea, my heart had great experience of wisdom and knowledge.  (17)  And I gave my heart to know wisdom, and to know madness and folly: I perceived that this also is vexation of spirit.  (18)  For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.  
So, not content with simple observation, more than to just seek and search out, he now gave himself over to know experientially what life under the sun was. And so he deliberately considered this matter within his own heart, and harnessed his great wealth, power and intellect to embark on the next step of his experimentation. His curiosity expanded to desire to fully understand human nature, including madness and folly. Probably he desired to understand why man acts in the way they do, in the foolish, crazy and wicked acts that they commit. This was a conscious decision that he made, whereby he was not satisfied with just observing, but he wanted to experience it all for himself. There was probably an element of pride in this endeavour, for he described himself of one having ‘great estate’, and having ‘more wisdom than all they have been before me’. He had everything a man could ask for, but he wanted more. He had this insatiable curiosity about life, and so he gave himself over to seek after not just wisdom and knowledge, but also the madness and folly of man. This was Solomon’s problem. Despite all that he had, he was not satisfied, and kept thinking that there was something out there to be known, felt and experienced that would be able to give him the greatest fulfilment and enjoyment in life. 
But at the end of it all, his conclusion was that it is all vexation of spirit. The more that he studied man, the more vexed he became as he observed their life under the sun, apart from God. This is especially so when one studies sinful man, in his madness and folly. Man’s lawless nature and his propensity to sin is definitely not something for us to envy, but rather an increased knowledge of it can only bring much grief and sorrow to a righteous man’s heart. This was the first of the many vanities that he observed in his life that provoked him to conclude that there is nothing better than to seek after God and His commandments. 
Vanity of Seeking After Pleasure and Accomplishments (2:1-11)
Summary of his endeavours
(2:1)  I said in mine heart, Go to now, I will prove thee with mirth, therefore enjoy pleasure: and, behold, this also is vanity.  (2)  I said of laughter, It is mad: and of mirth, What doeth it?    
Solomon’s next objective was then to seek after mirth and pleasure, to see what the world had to offer, and try to enjoy life as he observed in the sons of men. Again he communed with his heart, and decided within himself that he would now want to seek after the pleasures of this life. 
Before he describes what he did exactly, he straightaway informs the reader that indeed the whole endeavour was vanity. He declared of laughter, of mirth and of jesting, that it is ‘mad’, in that it is an activity that is devoid of wisdom, foolish and cannot fulfil. Indeed that is what we would realize about laughter, merry-making and revelry as well. A moderate amount to de-stress or to crack up a tense situation is good. However excessive jesting and laughter becomes a very vain activity, and fulfils nothing at all. We can try to seek all the entertainment that the world can offer; we can surround ourselves with the most humorous and fun-loving people; we can try to go out to enjoy all the fun that life can offer; but at the end of it, what?
Description of his endeavours 
Partied with the world: (3)  I sought in mine heart to give myself unto wine, yet acquainting mine heart with wisdom; and to lay hold on folly, till I might see what was that good for the sons of men, which they should do under the heaven all the days of their life.
Firstly he gave himself over to wine, seeing that it is through drinking that he saw the people around him having fun. And so he joined in with the people in their merry-making, their wild parties and revelling. But Solomon is wise, in that he did not fully give himself over to drunkenness, but continued to retain his wisdom. Intellectually, he certainly understood the dangers of dabbling with alcohol, for he himself warned in Proverbs 20:1 that “wine is a mocker, strong drink is ranging: and whosoever is deceived thereby is not wise”. Yet he continued with his experiment, for his objective in the experiment was to try to understand how wine could be fulfilling in life, and whether it was a viable option of pleasure. 
Of course it was not and therefore in retrospect he describes this activity as trying to ‘lay hold on (meaning to grab hold of) folly’. He thought that be involving himself in these things, he could somehow harness this folly, grab hold of it, experience it for himself, and find joy and satisfaction from it. Of course it was not a successful endeavour. It is indeed a foolish thing to think that by drinking one can solve all their problems, and wipe away all their fears, stresses and anxieties.
Building projects: (4)  I made me great works; I built me houses; I planted me vineyards:  (5)  I made me gardens and orchards, and I planted trees in them of all kind of fruits:  (6)  I made me pools of water, to water therewith the wood that bringeth forth trees:  
Next he sought after accomplishments in this life. He became an engineer, building houses, vineyards, designing gardens and planting all manners of trees. He even devised an irrigation system to water his plants, and provide water for his gardens.
These building projects are recorded in greater detail in 1 Kings 4-10 and 2 Chron 2-9. It was entirely a self-fulfilling endeavour, where he sought to achieve all he could in this life, to satiate his pride and to show forth his wisdom. If you examine the dimensions of his own house that was recorded for us, you would notice that everything that he build for himself was larger than the temple of God. This was really telling of the pride that was in his heart, for he sought to glorify himself more than God! Remember also what David’s wish was when he requested to build God a house: “That the king said unto Nathan the prophet, See now, I dwell in an house of cedar, but the ark of God dwelleth within curtains.” (2 Sam 7:2). For David, it was for the glory of God. For Solomon, he had become for the glory of self, where his own house of cedar far exceeded the house of the Lord. Realize the number of occurrences of the word ‘I’ here. It shows that all these endeavours were all centred on Solomon himself – a very prideful and self-centred experiment that he did.
Amassed Wealth: (7)  I got me servants and maidens, and had servants born in my house; also I had great possessions of great and small cattle above all that were in Jerusalem before me:  (8)  I gathered me also silver and gold, and the peculiar treasure of kings and of the provinces: I got me men singers and women singers, and the delights of the sons of men, as musical instruments, and that of all sorts. 
Next he also accumulated wealth and all the things associated with wealth for himself. He acquired servants, both male and female, great possessions of great and small cattle, where his herd was larger than any ruler in Jerusalem had before him. He also gathered silver and gold in abundance, along with whatever treasures that kings would seek out. With his wealth he also hired singers, indulged in entertainment, and did anything at all that would delight men, such as musical instruments, and whatever thing that was popular at that time. All these were the delights of men, exclusives luxuries that only the rich and powerful could afford. All this, he had in abundance, and he luxuriated in all the best things that money could buy.
Results: (9)  So I was great, and increased more than all that were before me in Jerusalem: also my wisdom remained with me. (10)  And whatsoever mine eyes desired I kept not from them, I withheld not my heart from any joy; for my heart rejoiced in all my labor: and this was my portion of all my labor.  (11)  Then I looked on all the works that my hands had wrought, and on the labor that I had labored to do: and, behold, all was vanity and vexation of spirit, and there was no profit under the sun.  
And so through all this, he proved that he was indeed a great and capable king. The wealth that he accumulated became the envy of all the surrounding nations. He did achieve fame and fortune. He was great, and his reputation spread far and wide, so much so that when the Queen of Sheba made a trip down to see of his wisdom, she was so impressed with his kingdom and the way he administered it, that she gave him even more riches! (1 Kings 10)
His intellect remained with him, and thus he was able to do all that he did. He was guided only by the principles of his own carnal desires, for whatsoever his eyes desired, he acquired. If he saw anything that he thought would give his heart joy, he got it. In all this, he did indeed labour hard, for it was no mean feat to do all that he did. Remember of course, that he was the king! With all the wealth and power of the nation at his disposal, we can only being to imagine what sort of luxury, opulence and carnal pleasures that would entail. Coupled with his great intellect and labours, he would certainly make for a successful self-made man, at least in the eyes of the world.
However, as Solomon surveyed the fruit of all the works which his hands had wrought, and the labour he had laboured, we can see this sense of despair and grief that he had, as he cried out, “behold, all is vanity and vexation of the spirit!” Despite all that Solomon had accomplished, and the seemingly good life that he lived, he still found no satisfaction in the life that he had. Instead, he realized that there was really no profit in all that he did.
Why did he feel this way? This was because he realized that he had been pursuing a life that is centred all on himself. It was a life that was lived under the sun, apart from God. All that he did was in accordance to own will, and did not do it to please God. In the process of it he transgressed numerous commandments of the Lord, and wasted all the blessings that God’s grace had bestowed upon him. 1 Kings 11 also describes how he had 700 wives and 300 concubines, and these women turned his heart away from the Lord to seek after other gods. At the end of his life, as he returned to the Lord, he realized that these things which he once held on so dearly to, and thought could satisfy him, for in so doing he had sorely disappointed his Lord. And so his heart was vexed, for he saw the futility of all such endeavours. This is the result of pursuing a life that is centred all on self, and not on God.
After reading such a description of life, are we envious? Do we too desire such riches and wealth and accomplishments? Because these things are exactly what the world seeks after, and inevitable, the Christian is also so often drawn in and tempted by the ways of the world! We must understand that the reason why Solomon recorded all this for us, was not to show off, and so that we can look back at his life and remember that he was great and had all these things, but it is so that we can learn from his life and not repeat the same mistakes. Solomon, with all his achievements and privileges, asks us to take it from him, and sincerely believe and realize that all these trappings of the world will never bring true joy, but only sorrow, grief, and vexation of the spirit.
The Conclusion of his Search for Meaning (2:12-26)
Death comes to both the wise and the foolish 
(12)  And I turned myself to behold wisdom, and madness, and folly: for what can the man do that cometh after the king? even that which hath been already done.  (13)  Then I saw that wisdom excelleth folly, as far as light excelleth darkness.  (14)  The wise man's eyes are in his head; but the fool walketh in darkness: and I myself perceived also that one event happeneth to them all.  (15)  Then said I in my heart, As it happeneth to the fool, so it happeneth even to me; and why was I then more wise? Then I said in my heart, that this also is vanity.  (16)  For there is no remembrance of the wise more than of the fool forever; seeing that which now is in the days to come shall all be forgotten. And how dieth the wise man? as the fool. (17)  Therefore I hated life; because the work that is wrought under the sun is grievous unto me: for all is vanity and vexation of spirit.
And so at the end of Solomon’s search for the meaning of life, he realizes one very important fact – that this life here on earth is only temporal, and one day it must all come to an end. No matter what one does here on earth, it will all one day come to naught, and nothing will be remembered.
He discusses here first with reference to his search through human wisdom and understanding (1:12-18). He remembers how he tried to understand wisdom, madness and folly of man, through observations and then also through personal experience. He declares that he has really done all that he can in this study, and questions if any man after him can actually do more. But what he has found, is that wisdom is indeed vastly better, and directly opposed to folly. For a wise man goes through life with his eyes open, considering every step of his actions, whereas a foolish man can only grope in the dark, lost and not knowing where to go. But yet despite all the merits of wisdom, there is one thing that is certain and common to both – that is the certainty of death.
And so the conclusion is that even a life lived in apparent wisdom – that is wisdom of the world, is vanity. For no matter how well a man lives his life while he is here on earth, so much so that he understands everything there is to know about life, and that he is learned in all the ways of man, it is still vanity, for he will one day have to die, and there will be not even a remembrance of him. He will be laid to rest in his grave, no different from a fool.
His sad conclusion to this was that he hated life! He looked back at all the work that he had done, and it was grievous to him! Why? Again the same idea comes up – it is all vanity and vexation of the spirit. He may have been great and successful in the eyes of the world, but in light of impending death, everything lost meaning to him, and only gave him grief. 
The reason why Solomon felt this way was because he had the wrong perspectives about life and death. It seemed that the life he lived then was just for pride and reputation’s sake. He craved for the recognition from the world, and despaired that he would be forgotten after his death. However, as believers, we realize that there is all to hope for in this life, because we have the confidence that when we die, we will have eternity with God. Thus in this life we labour hard, not to please man, but to please God!
He hated his labour
 (18)  Yea, I hated all my labor which I had taken under the sun: because I should leave it unto the man that shall be after me.  (19)  And who knoweth whether he shall be a wise man or a fool? yet shall he have rule over all my labor wherein I have labored, and wherein I have showed myself wise under the sun. This is also vanity.  
Solomon was a thinker. The more he experimented and pondered over the meaning of life, the more he came to his senses. He was slowly coming to realize the truth, that anything done under the sun is but vanity and vexation of the spirit, and that there can be no true fulfilment apart from a life in God. It was a slow but painful process, but one in which God was guiding him to the light. This is why he would later also conclude that sorrow is far better than mirth, for in the midst of his grief, he would also reflect, re-examine his life, and turn to God. 
The reason for his sorrow this: that for all the labour that he had done, the whole kingdom that he had built up, the houses, vineyards, orchards, irrigation systems, and all the wealth and riches that he had collected, it will all end with his death. And after his death, he will have to leave the results of his labour to one that will come after him, and all those riches, accomplishments and luxuries will left to him to control and enjoy. Solomon would then have no control whatsoever on how he uses or abuses these things. As he came to this realization, he was in utter despair, for suddenly he realized the futility of all his labour, and the emptiness of it all.
This is especially so in reference to the prophecy that was given to him concerning the succession of his kingdom. In 1 Kings 11, after he had gone after other gods, God told Solomon that after his death, his kingdom will be rent in two, and only one tribe will be given to his son, and the rest to Jeroboam his servant. That was the word of the Lord himself, and Solomon knew that to be a certainty. Thus he was grieved, for he knew that his kingdom, with all its wealth, authority, accomplishments and advancements will be left to people who had not laboured for, and to him were undeserving. This is in direct contrast to his father David who saved up and prepared just so that he could give all that he had to Solomon for the construction of the temple. David’s focus was on the glory of God, and the desire to serve Him. That is why he could happily leave behind the huge treasures that he had amassed for his son to build God’s house. For Solomon, he could only look at the vain works of his hands, and feel hatred, for the focus of his labour was on self, and what benefit he himself could gain from it.  
He despaired of all his labour
(20)  Therefore I went about to cause my heart to despair of all the labor which I took under the sun.  (21)  For there is a man whose labor is in wisdom, and in knowledge, and in equity; yet to a man that hath not labored therein shall he leave it for his portion. This also is vanity and a great evil.  (22)  For what hath man of all his labor, and of the vexation of his heart, wherein he hath labored under the sun?  (23)  For all his days are sorrows, and his travail grief; yea, his heart taketh not rest in the night. This is also vanity.  
This hatred of his labour, led him to despair of all the labour which he had taken. He was sorrowing without hope! Note the repeat of the phrase ‘under the sun’, emphasizing that these were works which he had done apart from God. He despaired because of his own helpless and seemingly unfairness in life, of how a man who would labour hard in all wisdom and knowledge and equity, but yet another who had done nothing to deserve anything at all would receive all these works as inheritance. This Solomon saw as vanity and great evil!
In fact, so grieved was Solomon, that he said that not only were his days sorrow and grief, but even at night, his heart could not have rest. The reason for this grief was because the focus of his labour was all wrong. It was a very self-centred labour, where the focus was on the fruits and the results of it, and how that can glorify himself. He was therefore very much fixated on how the fruits of his labour will be used, and whether the person enjoying it is deserving or not. And therefore he concludes, that such excessive labour, where one build and accumulates for the purpose of pride and recognition, is indeed vanity.
Yet for us we have to realize, that all that we have is from God, even the labour which we are enabled to do is solely by the grace of God (1 Cor 15:10). Therefore we are never to take ownership of our own achievements and accomplishments, but rather to thank God and give all glory to God for them. What God gives, he also has every right to take away, and who he deems right to award your labour to, he has every sovereign right to do so. There is no need to despair and fret over who enjoys the fruit of our labour, for we are not labouring for ourselves, but we are labouring for God! Thus like Paul, we ought to have the attitude whereby we strive to ‘labour more abundantly’, and remember that we can only do it by God’s grace. As we labour for the Lord, it is a joyful work, for we seek for heavenly rewards, which we know our all-wise father in heaven will certainly give us one day.
Instead we are to be content and thank God for this life
(24)  There is nothing better for a man, than that he should eat and drink, and that he should make his soul good in his labor. This also I saw, that it was from the hand of God.  (25)  For who can eat, or who else can hasten hereunto, more than I?  
Thus finally, at the end of these two chapters, Solomon makes his first positive mention of God, and directs his readers towards Him. After being vexed by the vanities that he observed in human wisdom and prideful endeavours, he realizes that happiness and joy can only be found in true contentment in the Lord. He thus exhorts man to eat, drink, and enjoy the fruits of his labour, for he had realized that all things are from God. Do note that what he exhorts us to do here is not to live a wanton hedonistic lifestyle that seeks to gratify the desires of the flesh, but rather to be content and satisfied with the blessings that God has given to man. He encourages all to labour in order to enjoy the fruits of their labour, to eat and drink, acknowledging that it is all the hand of God that provides. In the context of the verse he also discourages greed that we do not seek after riches and wealth but just to be content and rejoice over what we have – sufficient to eat and drink.
Note also that the phrase ‘nothing better’ doesn’t speak of the absolute best thing that a man can do, but instead it is within the context of his hatred and despair, and with regards to a solution to his current sorrow. He saw that instead of lamenting and complaining, the best one can do is really to be content with what God has blessed us with. In so doing, we are bringing God into the picture, and understanding more of our purpose in life. (1 Cor 10:31). 
Again he asks the reader to accept it as coming from him, the one who had wealth in abundance, and was able to eat anything at all that his heart desired. He had all that man could every wish for, but there was a period of time in his life that he was not content. It was only when he could see things with God as the centre of his life, was he then able to truly have joy in his life. 
Thus it is only when we know that all you have comes from God, would we be able to be content and enjoy life. As all that we have are gifts from God, we would then naturally know to enjoy them only within the bounds that he has set for us, and do them in a manner pleasing and honouring to Him. We would not take the gift and despise the giver, but instead honour the giver and in grateful praise thank and worship him with what you have.
We are to submit to the Sovereignty of God
(26)  For God giveth to a man that is good in his sight wisdom, and knowledge, and joy: but to the sinner he giveth travail, to gather and to heap up, that he may give to him that is good before God. This also is vanity and vexation of spirit.  
Following on from the thought that he had with regards to being content and enjoying the life that God has given us, Solomon then exhorts man to trust in the wisdom of God. He guides us to acknowledge God as the one who sovereignly directs all things that happen in this life, for he knows how to dispense wisdom, knowledge and joy to those who are deserving of it, or those to whom he would desire to gift them these blessings. Likewise to the sinner, God would also know how to deal with him, and give travail to him, such that he will live his life in vain pursuit of all things under the sun and gather and heap up worldly possessions just like Solomon did. Yet, there will be times where God can also take all that the possessions that the sinner has gathered up, and then give it to one whom God decides is more deserving of such wealth. Does this seem like vanity? Does it seem unfair? Are we but pawns in the hands of a fickle god? To the unbeliever, yes it will seem so unpredictable, and appear to be ‘vanity and vexation’, for that was Solomon’s conclusion then, when he had the wrong perspectives of life. 
However for us, we know that all this will be done in such a manner, because it is God’s divine prerogative to do as He wills, and will be done according to his infinite wisdom. He will never give wrongly, and therefore there is no need to fear death, to hate life, or to despair of your labour. If we acknowledge that God is the sole giver of everything that we have in this life, then we would know that the life that we live, and the labours that we perform, are all guided and controlled by Him. We would then realize that anything done under the sun, apart from God, is vanity. True meaning and happiness can never be found there. Rather, we remember the maxim, ‘only one life to live, twill soon be past. Only what is done for Christ will last.’

Ecc 12: The Whole Duty of Man
Remember God and Value Your Life (12:1-7)
Remember your creator (v. 1-2)
(12:1)  Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil days come not, nor the years draw nigh, when thou shalt say, I have no pleasure in them;  (2)  While the sun, or the light, or the moon, or the stars, be not darkened, nor the clouds return after the rain:  
We are therefore exhorted in our youth, in the vibrancy of life where we still have health and strength, to remember our creator, the Lord God. What does it mean to remember our creator?  To remember is to not forget but be constantly mindful. In our minds and our hearts, God must always remain at the forefront. We remember the fact that He is the creator of the whole universe, and the one is in sovereign control of all things. We remember all the works that He has done for us in our life, chief of which is how He had chosen and ordained us to salvation, and given us the Lord Jesus Christ to die for our sins. Then after we remember that all that we have in this life is from God, and that nothing we have is through our own merit, but all of the grace of God.  Remembering all these, one would have to respond with a heart of gratitude, and desire to do all we can to serve the Lord, and please Him in all that we do. 
The message here is very simple: don’t waste your life! Youths have a great advantage. We have time, opportunity and ability to serve the Lord. We must do so while our eyes are still able to see the light, and the gloom and affliction of sickness and old age has not set upon us. Clouds that return after the rain block out the sunshine, and following the previous metaphor of light and darkness, describe how the vitality and pleasures of youth are clouded out by the calamitous storms of life that will come with age and time. These thoughts are further elaborated in the subsequent verses. 
Remember life is transient (v. 3-7)
	(3)  In the day when the keepers of the house shall tremble,
	His arms weaken

	and the strong men shall bow themselves, 
	His legs become frail

	and the grinders cease because they are few, 
	His teeth fall out

	and those that look out of the windows be darkened,  
	His eyes grow dim

	(4)  And the doors shall be shut in the streets, 
	His mouth loses his appetite 

	when the sound of the grinding is low, 
	He can’t chew

	and he shall rise up at the voice of the bird, 
	He wakes up easily

	and all the daughters of music shall be brought low;  
	Though he cannot hear well anymore

	(5)  Also when they shall be afraid of that which is high,
	He falls easily and thus fears heights

	 and fears shall be in the way, 
	He feels weak, frail and fearful

	and the almond tree shall flourish, 
	His hair turns white (almond flowers are white and they bloom in early spring before the leaves appear)

	and the grasshopper shall be a burden, 
	His back hunches like a grasshopper

	and desire shall fail: 
	His fleshly desires wane

	because man goeth to his long home, and the mourners go about the streets:  
	And finally he dies, with the funeral procession accompanying him

	(6)  Or ever the silver cord be loosed, 
	His spinal cord is loosed

	or the golden bowl be broken, 
	His skull breaks

	or the pitcher be broken at the fountain, 
	His internal organs and systems fail

	or the wheel broken at the cistern.  
	His heart stops

	(7)  Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was: 
	His body returns to dust

	and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it.  
	His spirit returns to God


In the next few verses, Solomon will talk about a time after youth that ultimately ends in our death – the time of old age. He says so in light of the advice gave to the youths in Ecclesiastes 12:1. He told them that as long as we are still young, we must do all we can to remember the Lord and serve Him, for there will come a day whereby age will catch up, and all the ailments, aches and pains will come, and it will no longer be so easy to remember and serve the Lord anymore. 

He employs a lot of imagery to describe what this period of old age will be like: The keepers of the house are like the arms that will weaken and begin to tremble. They no longer have the strength to do things like they used to. Similarly, the legs who were once like strong men, will begin to bow themselves, unable to support the weight of the body. Simple tasks like walking up and down stairs will become a huge struggle, and even standing up for long periods of time will cause the legs to bow themselves over. The teeth will cease from grinding, and many will fall off. Eating will no longer be an enjoyment but a chore. Those that look out of the windows are as the eyes which shall be darkened, as cataract, long-sightedness and other diseases of the eyes cause the eyes to grow dim and lose their effectiveness. 

The doors in the streets are like the mouth which serves as the doorway to the body. They shall be shut up, as both speech and eating are impaired. Appetites will wane, because as the grinders which are few will also find it hard to chew things. The old man will not be able to enjoy a good night’s sleep, but will wake up easily, rising up at the voice of the bird. Though he is woken up easily by sounds, he also cannot enjoy the sounds, for his hearing is also affected, in that the daughters of music are brought low.

The old man will be afraid of heights, for he will fall easily. In fact, there will be many other things that he will fear because of his weak and frail body. He will go from being that carefree reckless youth to a careful, timid old man. The almond tree shall flourish with the white blood of the almond flowers in early spring. This describes his head of white hair, which are further signs of his age. His back will begin to hung, like that of a grasshopper that is always crouched over. His fleshly desires will wane, as his appetites decrease. He will no longer be able to enjoy many of the things which he used to enjoy. Eventually, he will go to his long home of eternity. This describes the day of his death, where the mourners will go about his streets at his funeral.

But how will he die? Verse 6 gives a variety of means whereby an old person can pass away: The silver cord, which refers to the spinal cord in the back may be loosed, as the who nerve centre of the body breaks down. The golden bowl could be a reference to his skull could be broken. The pitcher speaks of his internal organs, which could be shut down and no longer be able to function. The wheel of the cistern could be the heart which pumps blood to the whole body. There are many ways which a body would stop functioning, but all will lead to the same fate. The physical body will return to the earth as it was, and the eternal spirit will return to God.

It may be a very depressing and even morbid topic to consider, especially to go into such vivid detail. However Solomon does so to bring about an intended effect. He wants to shock the readers to awaken from their complacency, and to be faced with the realities of life. In our youth we hardly think of sickness, ill health and old age. We seem to think that we have years ahead of us, and that there is still time to enjoy all the pleasures of this life. Solomon therefore exhorts all of us to remember the Lord while they still can, for old age, ill health and finally death will soon catch up, and you will have no more opportunity to serve the Lord. As an old man, he was probably beginning to feel all these effects, and thus exhorted all the young around him to take heed, to learn from his mistakes, and to cherish the life that God has given you! 

In light of all that he has discussed in the preceding chapters, Solomon is basically reminding us not to spend our youth chasing after the vanities of this world, for it will only bring about vexation of the spirit. Our time is a limited resource that God has given to us. Before we know it, it will be nearly gone, and he really does not want us to have the same regrets that he did. 
Fear God and Keep His Commandments (12:8-14)
Take Heed to Words of Truth (v. 8-10)

 (8)  Vanity of vanities, saith the preacher; all is vanity.  (9)  And moreover, because the preacher was wise, he still taught the people knowledge; yea, he gave good heed, and sought out, and set in order many proverbs.  (10)  The preacher sought to find out acceptable words: and that which was written was upright, even words of truth.  
And so in closing, Solomon reiterates what he said right at the very beginning. Having presented his case through his experiences, observations and instructions concerning life, he now reiterates his main thesis: That if a life is lived under the sun apart from God, it is vanity of vanities, all is vanity. 

Solomon now gives a sort of an epilogue, where he gives us a description of his ministry as the preacher. With the wisdom from God, and now having gained a right perspective to life, he taught the people, encouraged them in the Lord, and penned all these proverbs for the instruction of the people. His words, as those which were recorded for us in Proverbs, Songs of Solomon and this book itself, are words of truth, that were recorded for our instruction. These are words which Solomon had sought out carefully and deliberately. They were not just the mere ramblings of a jaded old man, but were indeed upright words of truth, that leads us into the righteousness of God. Throughout the book, we have seen how the arguments of Solomon would direct a man away from seeking after vanity of the world, but to live a life of joy and contentment, in the fear of the Lord. 

Also, more than being just the words of man, these are divinely inspired Words of God, given to us from ‘one shepherd’, who is none other than the Lord. These are truths given to us, which all believers must live by. These words are described as goads and as nails, placed in our way to prick us and prod us in the right direction of life. It is His truth that guides us and goads us in the way that we should go. Thus by studying the book of Ecclesiastes and also the rest of the Bible, we are admonished, and taught the right way of life.

Take Heed of all these Goads (v. 11)

(11)  The words of the wise are as goads, and as nails fastened by the masters of assemblies, which are given from one shepherd.  
A goad is a basically a long staff with a pointed end, used by farmers and shepherds to guide their sheep and cattle. The end is sometimes headed with iron, like the people of Israel had in 1 Sam 13:21, whereby they had a file to sharpen it. It was also used as a weapon by Shamgar to slay 600 men (Jud 3:31). When the shepherd, armed with a goad leads his flock and directs them in a certain direction, there would be some sheep that try to go off the part, or wander off towards danger. What the shepherd would do would be to prod the sheep with his goad, to make it experience pain as it tried to go off in the direction it should not be going, and in so doing to goad it back into the right path. 

Thus when Solomon describes the words of the wise as goads, it is clear what this illustration means. We are all like sheep going astray, wandering off into the world, thinking that there is something there to be enjoyed. The book of Ecclesiastes will then stand as a goad in our way, provoking us to reflect on our ways, to prod us back into the right path, to direct us to the right fear of the Lord.

Be Careful of Worldly Vanities (v. 12)

(12)  And further, by these, my son, be admonished: of making many books there is no end; and much study is a weariness of the flesh.  
Coming to verse 12, Solomon makes a rather intriguing statement, that carries the line “much study is a weariness of the flesh”. Many students would like to cheekily quote this verse, and then use it as a valid excuse to not study. They say after all, Solomon the wisest man in the world agrees that studying brings nothing but weariness, and there is no end to learning and making book, so why study at all! How are we to rightly interpret this verse, and what message is Solomon trying to give us?

We see him addressing the reader in a most tender fashion, ‘my son’. He says that it is only in light of all that he has already mentioned that ‘by these’ things which he has said, we are to be admonished and enlightened. He had shared many things throughout the book of Ecclesiastes, all directing us away from the sins and vanity of the world, and towards the wisdom of God. The ‘many books’ that he speaks of here, are the humanistic studies which he himself had engaged in, as he sought to find meaning and fulfilment in his life apart from God. When we live that way, in the vain pursuit of knowledge simply for personal satisfaction, then yes, it truly will bring weariness to the flesh and vexation to our spirit. So many people in the world have sought after knowledge and intellectual understandings of things as their highest goal, and they think that by getting degrees, publishing papers and researching deeply into the realms of science and technology, they can improve lives and bring satisfaction to their souls. However, they do it for themselves and not for God, and they will soon realize how empty their lives are. In the context of this verse, Solomon was probably speaking of the worldly philosophers of his time, who also liked to right books and debate and argue over the meaning of life. To him, such intellectual godless pursuits were meaningless, and bring nothing more than weariness. 

In contrast to that, we know that the study of God’s word is profitable, sweet and refreshing to the soul. We can ignore the books of men, the writings of man, but we are never to ignore the words of truth. Yet it does not mean we must all quit school and enter into Bible College. For you as students, your role at the present is to study, but we do it not for self or pride’s sake, but only because we obey God, and want to glorify Him!

Fulfil the Whole Duty of Man (v. 13-14)
(13)  Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep his commandments: for this is the whole duty of man.  (14)  For God shall bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing, whether it be good, or whether it be evil.
In Ecclesiastes 12:13, we come to the final summary statement of the book. Solomon describes this as the conclusion of the whole matter – that is to fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. This is really the conclusion that he had been driving at through the whole book. As he shared his experiences and observations about the world, he was drawing his readers to come to the same conclusion as him. As we studied through the whole book, we should have been goaded to this direction as well, to realize that if we live our lives apart from God, under the sun, then it is a meaningless, futile, vain life. It would be a life wasted, and one that does not bring pleasure to God. However, if we live our lives in the fear of the Lord, and obey Him in all that we do, then we will fulfil our duty as children of God, as one who remembers his creator in all that he does. 

Fear God 

This idea of the fear of God is one that has been running throughout this book, and appears in these various verses: Ecc 3:14, Ecc 5:7, Ecc 7:18 Ecc 8:12, 13, and finally in this verse, Ecc 12:13. It describes the reverential awe and respect that we have for God, because of who He is and all that He has done for us. Throughout the Bible, men is also continually exhorted to fear God, for when we truly come before God with a reverential, respectful awe and holy fear, our lives will be set right before him. This healthy fear of God can only be had when we fully understand who God is. When we realize that He is the almighty sovereign God who is in control of all things. It comes when we yield ourselves to His control, and trust in His will. When we are able to acknowledge that there is a time and purpose to every thing under the heaven, and that it is God who has made everything beautiful in his time, we show that we understand God’s sovereign will in all that we do. 

It is so important for all of us to have this fear of God. Solomon places this idea first in the duty of men, for he knows that if we have this fear, then all other aspects of our life will naturally fall into place. When we fear Him, we will want to live lives glorifying to Him, and we would want to keep His commandments. Thus what we all must do is to actively cultivate this fear of God in our lives.
Keep His Commandments

When we fear God, we will naturally have a desire to please Him. As a subject in the king’s court who loves and respects His lord and master would go so far as to sacrifice his life for his liege, so should we be like His humble subjects, ready and available to do His will. But we may ask, ‘Where can God’s will be found?’ We don’t have to look very far, for it is all recorded in the book before us, in the Bible, the Holy Word of God. This whole book is the law of God, and within it are His commandments, precepts, judgments, ordinances, sayings and testimonies which we all must keep. If we say that we love God, we would then have a desire to keep His commandments (1 John 5:2). The word ‘keep’ here denotes this idea of guarding, taking heed to, to observe carefully. It is like a watchman who stands by the city walls to ensure that no one would breach the defences of the city. Likewise, when we are told to keep God’s commandments, we are to carefully learn it, apply it in our lives, and actively watch to ensure that we never break it. This is therefore our solemn duty that God has charged us with. We must never let our guard down, but always be watchful, sober and vigilant, and do all we can to sure that we are responsible in the discharge of this duty.
Understand God’s Judgment

We come now to the very last verse in the book of Ecclesiastes. After spelling out man’s duty on earth in the previous verse, that is to fear God and to keep His commandments, Solomon now gives us the reason why we must do so. This is because of the sure judgment of God. He speaks with a certainty, warning us that there will certainly come a day where God shall bring every work into judgment, including every secret thing that we do, whether it be good or whether it be evil. This is a warning that comes to both believers and unbelievers alike. We know that when we leave this earth, there will be a day of reckoning whereby we all have to stand before the throne of God, and give an account of all that we have done in our lives. 

For the unbeliever, this place of judgment is the Great White Throne judgment (Rev 20), where they will be judged according to their works. They will certainly not be able to meet the mark, for they are lost in sin, and their names are not written in the book of life. They will therefore be cast into the lake of fire for eternity. For the believer, the judgment is slightly different, for we will stand before the judgment seat of Christ as described in 2 Corinthians 5. Here, we are also judged according to the things which we have done, whether it be good or bad. All the things done in secret, be it secret sins or quiet good deeds for Christ will be revealed. However, we are assured that when we stand at this judgment our salvation has already been secure by the blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. We no longer have to face the punishment for our sins, for that has been born by Christ. The judgment here is in order that we may receive rewards for works which we have done for Christ. If we do not want to be ashamed at this day of reckoning, we will want to live our lives holy and acceptable before Him, that we may receive his commendation at the day of judgment. 

Thus having a healthy fear of God and a good knowledge of His righteousness and judgment will certainly motivate and guide us to take heed of His commandments and keep them to the best of our abilities. There is certainly nothing better than to establish a right relationship with God, for that is the only lasting thing that we will have after our life on this earth is done. Anything else under the sun is vain and temporal and will be brought into judgment by God.

Only One Life By C.T. Studd
Two little lines I heard one day, Traveling along life's busy way;
Bringing conviction to my heart, And from my mind would not depart;
Only one life, 'twill soon be past, Only what's done for Christ will last.
Only one life, yes only one, Soon will its fleeting hours be done;
Then, in 'that day' my Lord to meet, And stand before His Judgement seat;
Only one life,'twill soon be past, Only what's done for Christ will last.
Only one life, the still small voice, Gently pleads for a better choice
Bidding me selfish aims to leave, And to God's holy will to cleave;
Only one life, 'twill soon be past, Only what's done for Christ will last.
Only one life, a few brief years, Each with its burdens, hopes, and fears;
Each with its clays I must fulfill, living for self or in His will;
Only one life, 'twill soon be past, Only what's done for Christ will last.
When this bright world would tempt me sore, When Satan would a victory score;
When self would seek to have its way, Then help me Lord with joy to say;
Only one life, 'twill soon be past, Only what's done for Christ will last.
Give me Father, a purpose deep, In joy or sorrow Thy word to keep;
Faithful and true what e'er the strife, Pleasing Thee in my daily life;
Only one life, 'twill soon be past, Only what's done for Christ will last.
Oh let my love with fervor burn, And from the world now let me turn;
Living for Thee, and Thee alone, Bringing Thee pleasure on Thy throne;
Only one life, 'twill soon be past, Only what's done for Christ will last.
Only one life, yes only one, Now let me say,"Thy will be done”;
And when at last I'll hear the call, I know I'll say “twas worth it all”;
Only one life,'twill soon be past, Only what's done for Christ will last.
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