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The Vanity of the World - The Book of Ecclesiastes
Meditation: 

“A true philosopher is one whose intellect is conversant equally with ascetic practice and contemplative wisdom. Thus the perfect philosopher or lover of wisdom is one whose intellect has attained - alike on the moral, natural and theological levels - love of wisdom or, rather, love of God. 


That is to say, he has learnt from God the principles of ascetic practice (moral philosophy), an insight into the spiritual causes of things (natural philosophy), and a precise contemplative understanding of doctrinal principles (theology).”St. Gregory of Sinai 

Objective: 

· To know the content and the theme behind the book of Ecclesiastes
· To appreciate the wisdom that can be obtained from this book
References: 

· “The Enigma of Ecclesiastes,” by Carl Schultz, Ph.D. 

· “A Metaphrase of the Book of Ecclesiastes,” by Gregory Thaumaturgus
· “A Commentary on Ecclesiastes,” by Bishop Gregory of Nyssa
· The New Open Bible – New King James 

Memory Verses: 


“To everything there is a season, a time for every purpose under heaven: A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck what is planted; A time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up; A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance; A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; A time to gain, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to throw away; A time to tear, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak; A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace” (Ecclesiastics 3:1-8). 

Introduction: 

Outline of the Book of Ecclesiastes: 

	Chapters
	Topic

	1:1 - 11
	Introduction and illustration of Vanity 

	1:12 - 2:26
	Proof of “All is Vanity” from experience 

	3:1 - 6:12
	Proof of “All is Vanity” from observation 

	7:1 - 12:8
	The counsel for living with vanity 

	12:9 -14
	Conclusion: “Fear God and Keep His Commandments”


Lesson Outline: 


Ecclesiastes is part of the wisdom of the Old Testament, which includes the Books of Job and Proverbs. In Hebrew, it is called “Qoheleth.” The English name, “The Preacher,” is derived from a Greek term “Ekklesiastes,” roughly defined as “one who participates in or addresses an assembly.” Ecclesiastes was a roll that was read at the feast of Booths. The theme of the book is the vanity of mere earthly things contrasted to the knowledge and service of God. 


The author of this book tells us that he is “The preacher, the son of David, King in Jerusalem.” This applies to King Solomon; verses 2:4-6 seem to describe him: “I made my works great, I build myself houses, and planted myself vineyards. I made myself gardens and orchards, and I planted all kinds of fruit trees in them. I made myself water pools from which to water the growing trees of the grove.” 


The Book consists of 12 chapters containing a series of reflections on the purpose and nature of life; the prevalent sense of vanity is attributed to the absence of God as a purpose of life. 


Stated at the very beginning of the work is the phrase “all is vanity” (1:2). Even if you pursue wisdom and enjoy your wealth, labor faithfully, deplore injustice and wickedness, the end is always the same, “vanity and a striving after wind” (4:4). 


At the end verse (12:13-14), “the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. For God will bring every work into judgment, including every secret thing, whether it is good or whether it is evil.” 


The author praises wisdom as being profitable: “Wisdom is good with an inheritance, an advantage to those who see the sun” (7:11); yet, he writes about its lack of value (1:18). Of life in general, he supports both extremes by asserting that the dead are happier than the living and the unborn most fortunate of all (4:2-3), but then declares that life is preferable to death: “Anyone who is among the living has hope - even a live dog is better off than a dead lion” (9:4). 


One of the explanations of this contradiction is “teaching by contrast or contradiction.” Here, the author is trying to tell us that life is worthless without a growing faith in God to give a meaning to it. 


Ecclesiastes has been called the most modern book of the Bible. Boredom, surfeit, disillusionment, and world’s weariness characterize our times as it did in the time it was written. Older certainties and values have crumbled now, as in the life of King Solomon, and new purposes to life are sought as then. 


It has been also stated by Short (a writer), “Ecclesiastes is the Bible’s night before Christmas.” Its purpose seems to be to raise the basic question of life, which only finds answers in Christ. While the author correctly observes that there is nothing new under the sun (1:9), we as Christians affirm that through Christ there is newness; “A new commandment I give to you” (John 12:37). “If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation” (2 Corinthians 5:17). “Behold, I make all things new” (Revelation 21:5). 


The unsaved or natural man looks at life and says, “Death ends it all; eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.” This is the way the unsaved man looks at life, and this is the picture that Solomon gives us in the Book of Ecclesiastes. In fact, the entire Book shows us how the unsaved man looks at life “under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:14); this phrase “under the sun” appears 29 times. He has God remote from his human condition. 


It is Ecclesiastes’ sharply critical attitude towards human conduct and the instability of earthly existence that has caught the attention of that great Cappadocian bishop, Gregory of Nyssa (c.335-395), who composed his own commentary on this book. The phrase “vanity of vanities” does not condemn creation; it simply describes our misuse of what God had entrusted to our guardianship. As Bishop Gregory says, the outcome of our misuse of the patrimony entrusted to us is the illusion that we are masters of ourselves and of the earth. 


When a person begins to grow spiritually, he or she realizes that former ways of life and the world view resulting from them no longer suffice for a new manner of living which has come to birth. That is, what we once held dear is no longer considered to be so precious. The book of Ecclesiastes clearly provides expression for such a realization. It is concerned more with the fact that everything outside God consists of non-existence. God is absolute virtue, and the evil not belonging to Him consists of non-existence or the deprivation of goodness. It exists insofar as we freely chose to separate ourselves from this good (God). Bishop Gregory employs the vivid expression of “sewing” ourselves onto God, which works against the “rending” tendency of sin. 


The bishop of Nyssa in his commentary on Ecclesiastes’ phrase, “A time to keep silence,” says that our human intelligence must remain in silent awe and adoration at the mystery of God’s transcendence. 


The positive teachings of the book include that one should enjoy eating, drinking, and working for these activities are the simple pleasures and bases of human life. Although wisdom could not supply all the answers, the author continued to search for wisdom; wisdom and fearing God was still the best way to approach life. 

Conclusion: 


Ecclesiastes is a captivating book, commanding great interest. It speaks to the modern age; the climate out of which it grew is present with us today, so much that it has been called the most modern book of the bible. The questions which the book raises are the very questions we are raising. They are questions about meaning (1:3), monotony (1:10), destiny (3:21), justice (6:8), and the future (8:7). 


The author chose to view the world from a natural perspective (“under the sun”) in order to meet his audience on their own ground – in order to show them the utter futility of a soulless and Godless world. 


Modern man is also a man of sight, his conclusion about life being based upon what he can see with his own eyes! But he has become so dependent upon his eyes that he is trapped. He can only perceive that which is seen. Failing to see God and to detect his purposes, modern man becomes weary and even lost, concurring with Ecclesiastes’ finding - all is vanity.


INTRODUCTION TO ECCLESIASTES(
[image: image1.png]The book of Ecclesiastes concentrates on the term "vanity," "hebel." It is repeated 37 times to confirm that there is nothing on the face of the earth that can satisfy the inner man or grant him real happiness. This is not a pessimistic view, as some may think. It just presents a sober realization of the limits of things that are temporal, so that man may search for his Creator as the source of his salvation and satisfaction. 
DIFFICULTY OF THE BOOK

1. Some people misunderstand the book and feel desperate. This is because it concentrates on the vanity of temporal life and human wisdom. It also confirms the fact of death several times.

2. There’s an absence of the tone of praise and happiness, contrary to the rest of the wisdom books.

3. It focuses on the negative side, although it does not completely ignore the positive side.


The cause of this difficulty relates to the book being addressed to all humanity and not to a certain nation. It speaks to the normal person, not to the spiritual one; thus the phrase "under the sun" is repeated, i.e. all mankind. 
AUTHOR OF THE BOOK


Until the nineteenth century, it was thought that its author was the wise King Solomon, especially because the writer declares that he is the Son of David and that he was king in Jerusalem. It also shows his wealth, his majesty and his wisdom, which surpassed all his contemporaries. The book also agrees with the features of the book of Proverbs.


Some scholars say that the book is based on the writings of the wise Solomon but that he did not write it as a whole. 
KEY OF THE BOOK

· "Vanity" is repeated 37 times: the world without its Creator is vanity.

· "Under the sun" is repeated 7 times, so that the author may raise us from under the sun, where there is the heat of day (temptations), to the Sun of Righteousness, where there is continuous day without night, eternity and freedom for the glorified children of God.
· "Under heaven" is repeated 3 times, so that the faithful may rise to heaven, and even become heaven, with God dwelling inside him.
· "Upon the earth" is repeated 7 times, so that the faithful may live above the earth and not under it. This means that he does not submit to the carnal desires of his earthly body but that his body would be sanctified.

· "I applied my mind" is repeated 7 times, for nobody can be freed from the chains of the world and unite with God, his Creator, unless he sits with himself under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, away from the troubles of this life. 
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE BOOK

1. The whole book resembles an interpretation of the words of the Lord Jesus Christ: "Everyone who drinks of this water will thirst again" (John 4:13). God is the One Who gives life its taste and verifies its aim in us.

2. The book is a useful practical sermon on repentance.

3. The book reveals the curse under which we had fallen because of sin.

4. The book does not disfigure the temporal life but seeks to let us behold the work of God, Who sanctifies all our lives, even our food and drink. 
THE BOOK’S RELATION WITH PROVERBS & SONG OF SONGS:

1. In Song of the Songs, Solomon was on the top of his divine love.

In Proverbs, Solomon was in the glory of his wisdom.

In Ecclesiastes, Solomon was in the depth of his repentance.

2. The book of Proverbs is a call for asceticism, away from the desires of the body.

The book of Ecclesiastes is a call for asceticism, away from the desires of the world.

The book of Song of Songs is a call for union with the Creator of the body and the world.

3. Ecclesiastes indicates the literal interpretation of the Holy Bible.
Proverbs indicates the behavioral interpretation of the Bible.

Song of Songs indicates the symbolic interpretation of the Bible. 
GOD IN ECCLESIASTES:


The name of God was mentioned 41 times, using the term "Elohim," which denotes the Creator who made the good and purposeful world. But man has corrupted this world with his deviant thinking.


As the author demands that man returns to God, he tells us about God as Creator (12:1), Almighty (8:17), Disposer of all (9:1), full of Wisdom and Who manages all matters well (3:11,14), Life-giver (8:15), and giver of wealth, authority and happiness (5:19), even food, drink and labor - all these are from His Hands (2:24). He is the Holy Who asks for our piety (12:13). He is the Judge Who brings back the truth, but patiently (8:12,13), saving the virtuous from snares (7:26) and judging all hidden work (12:14). 
THE "WORLD" IN ECCLESIASTES:


The world, outside the aim which God has meant for it, becomes vanity, but in God everything is good and is for man's best interest (2:24). 
"HUMAN LIFE" IN ECCLESIASTES:


Let us seek wisdom and not wealth or authority (4:13). Let us work with a spirit of affiliation and not the spirit of selfishness (4:9,12). Let us work and labor without indolence (9:10).


Everything is very good; we benefit from the spirit of youth (11:9... etc.), the light of the sun (11:7), holy marriage (9:9), a good & honest reputation (7:1), and wisdom (2:13; 7:11; 9:16,18). 
"MAN" IN ECCLESIASTES:

· God created man to be upright (7:29) but he sinned (7:20). Wisdom got far away from him (7:23); he reached a state that God rejects (7:27-29).

· There are good people and evil people (9:2). However, there is no one who does not sin (7:20).

· There are various classes of people; oppression rules the life of mankind. However, by submission, sometimes we can solve a lot of problems (10:4-7).

· Death is inevitable, so let us be ready, taking the present opportunity into account to reach our eternity (2:14,16; 3:17-21; 5:15,16... etc.).

WISDOM IN ECCLESIASTES:


Human wisdom is useful, but it does not satisfy. It even gives knowledge that increases sorrow, while Divine Wisdom gives love and compassion (8:1), revives the one who has it (7:12) and gives him happiness. 
GENERAL OUTLINES;

1. Introduction (1:1)
2. Subject of the book (1:2)
3. Proofs of the vanity of the world

a. Nature testimony (1:3-11)
b. Vanity of human wisdom (1:12-18)
c. Vanity of sensual pleasures (2:1-3)
d. Vanity of wealth and ranks (2:4-26)
e. The world’s testimony (Chapter 3)

f. The community’s testimony (Chapter 4)
4. Practical Application

a. Obedience is better than superficial worship (Chapter 5)

b. Corruption of the gifts of God (Chapter 6)

c. Wisdom and preparing for eternity (Chapter 7)

d. Wisdom and good conduct (Chapter 8)

e. Practical wisdom is a divine gift (Chapter 9).
f. Caution, even from trifles (Chapter 10)

g. Work filled with love (Chapter 11)

h. Early effort (12:1-7)
CONCLUSION: Possibility of overcome vanity (12:8-14)

The Books of Wisdom(
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The Book of Proverbs 


The Book of Proverbs, also called the Proverbs of Solomon, is just what it sounds like. It is a collection of proverbs. A proverb is a short saying that tells a common truth or useful thought. Solomon is given credit for the proverbs, although he did not write them all. The Book of Proverbs contains hundreds of years of wise men’s thoughts. These wise sayings were gathered together into one book.


If you were to look at the Book of Proverbs, you might not think that it was a religious book. It does not talk about God or Christ or heaven. But the Proverbs are a canonical part of the Bible. Why was it made a part of the Old Testament? Why was it so important that it was canonized? The Proverbs are short sayings that tell of the proper behavior of wise and righteous persons. As people of God, we should all be wise and righteous. What is the way wise and righteous people act? How do they behave? The Proverbs tell us how we should behave. Proverbs tell us the things we should do and the things we should not do. Here ore some of things the Book of Proverbs tells us to do. We should practice honesty, piety, hard work, thrift, moderation, charity and patience. All of these things are the works of wise and righteous people.
Song of Solomon


The Song of Solomon is thought to be an old Canaanite wedding hymn. It is a series of short poems which are sung by the bride and the bridegroom. Although it is not religious in nature, it was included in the Old Testament. The Hebrews look at it as the relationship between God (the Groom) and the people of Israel (the bride). In our Orthodox tradition, this song is looked at as the mystical love between man’s soul (the bride) and God (the Bridegroom).
Ecclesiastes


By tradition, this book of the Old Testament is said to be the work of Solomon the Preacher. Ecclesiastes (pronounced i klē’zē as’ tēz) means preacher. Ecclesiastes contains common sense thoughts on the vanity (lack of real value) of life. It tells of the importance of fearing God and keeping His commandments. It speaks out against injustice and the pursuit of power, wealth, love, knowledge and pleasure. All of these things are empty and worthless. When man dies, he cannot take any of these things with him.

Ecclesiasticus 


Ecclesiasticus (i klē’zē as’ ti kəs) was written by Ben Sira. He tried to warn the Hebrews not to follow pagan customs. Ben Sira studied the Law, the prophets and the other wisdom writings. He used his research to argue against the pagan customs. He had a great respect for the saintly Old Testament people and the priesthood. Ben Sira wanted to teach this wisdom to anyone willing to listen.

Wisdom of Solomon  


The Wisdom of Solomon was written to warn the Jewish people about the dangers of the pagan community in the city of Alexandria. The Hebrews were often in touch with the people of Alexandria. Many Hebrews started to follow the customs and traditions of the Alexandrians. They did not stay firm in their own faith. The book tells the important part that wisdom plays in man’s future. It also tells how God and wisdom took part in the history of the Chosen People.

Wisdom, love and the fear of God are important parts of our relationship with God. The wisdom writings show us the way we should go to live a Christian life. The ideas and instructions found in the wisdom wrings are timeless. They have no boundaries. All people, everywhere, can learn from them. The truths of the wisdom writings have taught people the wisdom of fearing God. They have taught people how to live a righteous life. They have taught people for hundreds of years, and they still teach us today.

Supplemental Notes( on

The Books of Wisdom

1. The technical terms for wisdom are in Hebrew hokma and in Greek sophia, as in the word Philosophy (love of wisdom).
2. In ancient times, wisdom would have been recognized internationally as comprising technical skills, a general knowledge of the world, and a great facility in the use of proverbs and riddles.  

a. The most common, extensive literary form of wisdom shared among the nations consisted of instructions addressed to children from a father or from a high political official for the purpose of formal training of courtiers or administrative advisors.
b. Certain nations were famed internationally as being sources of wisdom; they include Egypt and Mesopotamia.

c. Much of wisdom was orally borrowed or shared among nations, including Israel.

3. In ancient Israel, wisdom constituted knowledge and practical expertise that corresponds to the world God had made and, as in the Torah, provides a guide to the obedient life.

4. The wisdom books of the Old Testament are Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Canticles (Song of Songs), and the Wisdom of the son of Sirach.  
5. In the New Testament, some consider the Catholic Epistle of St. James to be a wisdom book because, like Sirach, St. James interprets various parts of Scripture in order to explain in details biblical wisdom.
6. Our Lord Jesus Christ is God’s Wisdom.  
a. The Prophet Solomon said in his proverbs, “Wisdom has built her house, she has hewn out her seven pillars; she has slaughtered her meat, she has mixed her wine, she has also furnished her table . . . Come, eat of my bread and drink of the wine I have mixed.” Proverbs 9:1,2,&5
b. St. Paul wrote about the hidden wisdom of God which is revealed in Jesus Christ “whom God made our Wisdom.” I Corinthians 1:30

c. Due to the rejection of divinely given wisdom by humanity, wisdom had disappeared only to re-emerge in the world through the “foolishness” of Jesus’ death on the cross (I Cor 1:27).  

d. St. Paul’s dispute in I Corinthians 1:18-2:23 views “worldly wisdom” as ineffective because it either lacks or assumes an inadequate place for the cross.
7. Our Lord Jesus Christ is, at last, wiser than Solomon (see Matthew 12:42 and Luke 11:31).
8. Spiritual Wisdom Versus Worldly Wisdom:
a. “Let no man deceive himself.  If any man among you seems to be wise in this world, let him become a fool, that he may be wise.  For the wisdom of this world is foolishness with God.  For it is written, He takes the wise in their own craftiness.  And again, the Lord knows the thoughts of the wise, that they are vain” (I Cor 3:18-20).
b. “Knowledge puffs up, but love edifies.  And if any man think that he knows any thing, he knows nothing yet as he ought to know” (I Cor 8:1&2).
c. “For our rejoicing in this, the testimony of our conscience, that in simplicity and godly sincerity, not with fleshly wisdom, but by the grace of God, we have had our conversation in the world, and more abundantly to you-ward” (II Cor 1:12).
d. “Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ” (Col 2:8).

NAME: _______________________________  

First                           Last                     .                                 

The Book of Ecclesiastes
Memorize this Verse: 
	To everything there is a season, a time for every purpose under heaven: A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck what is planted; A time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up; A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance; A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; A time to gain, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to throw away; A time to tear, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak; A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace.
Ecclesiastics 3:1-8
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What does the word “Ecclesiastes” means?
2. Ecclesiastes is one of the wisdom books of the Old Testament. What other Bible books fall in the same category?

3. What is the main theme of the book of Ecclesiastes?

4. The expression “under the sun” indicates that the author chose to view the world from a ___________________ perspective.

5. What is the conclusion of the book of Ecclesiastes?
6. Why does this book speak to the modern age?
( ECCLESIASTES – Bible Study Series 21, by Fr. Tadros Yacoub Malaty, translated by Salwa Youssef , St. George’s Coptic Orthodox Church, Sporting – Alexandria, Egypt 


( from the Sunday School Curriculum of a sister Orthodox Church, Chapter 26


( Some references were borrowed from:


The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia (Volume 4), Geoffrey W. Bromiley, EErdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1988.


The Nave’s Topical Bible,  Zondervan Publishing House, 1969
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