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To my fourth child, Evelyn Leonor. Ecclesiastes 1:4 speaks about the
cycle of generations: one generation passes into eternity followed by yet
another. You, my beloved daughter, carry the names of my grandmother
and my wife’s grandmother. My prayer for you is that you will proudly
carry on the traditions of these great women, and that God will bless you
with joy unspeakable in the midst of a broken world. We love you Evie!
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Introduction

Despite Qohelet’s popularity, did you ever hear it quoted at a wedding? Too gloomy! At a funeral? Not gloomy enough! At a religious service? Look out: it’s awfully secular! At a secular gathering? Too religious! There is no book of the Hebrew Bible that has aroused such deep suspicion from religious establishments. Is he not, after all, “upper class” and “too interested in money”? Unsystematic? Anti-activist? Anti-God? Perhaps—even worse—not even canonical! And what of his theology? No covenant! No cult or prayers or revelation! No religion, really—“purely secular man,” ventures one prominent critic.1

Life is profitless; totally absurd. This oppressive message lies at the heart of the Bible’s strangest book. Enjoy life if you can, advises the author, for old age will soon overtake you. And even as you enjoy, know that the world is meaningless. Virtue does not bring reward. The deity stands distant, abandoning humanity to chance and death.2

These two perspectives highlight aspects of the dilemma, or should I say the plight, faced by interpreters of Ecclesiastes. Why did Qoheleth write his book? Was it simply to place before his reader the futility and meaninglessness of life? Was he challenging the status quo of ancient wisdom thinking3 and its orthodoxy?4 That is, was Qoheleth challenging the belief that only good things happen to good people whereas bad things happen to those who are evil (cf. Eccl 4:7–8; 5:10–17//vv.9–16 Heb; 6:1–2; note also John 9:2)?5 Was he a conflicted and unstable man who wrote contradictory “wisdom?”6 Was he schizophrenic or neurotic?7 Did he in one moment present a bleak picture only to turn around the next moment and paint a more pious and hopeful scene? Should one argue for multiple authors in order to overcome what appears to be an insurmountable predicament of supposed contradictions? These and a variety of other questions have been proffered and then systematically answered by scholars in an effort to explain the complexity of the book of Ecclesiastes.

Rarely do the proposed solutions and/or answers to these hypothetical queries do justice to one of the most complex books of the Hebrew Bible. Inevitably, scholars tend to label Ecclesiastes nothing more than a pessimistic overview of life in a world full of futility.8 For example, William Brown avers that “the book revels in weariness and reeks with the stench of decay and disillusionment.”9 And William H. U. Anderson offers a sustained argument for the perspective that Qoheleth is a pessimist par excellence. In some cases, scholars even question the place of Ecclesiastes in the canon of scripture.10 One can appreciate this perspective especially in light of the debate in rabbinic literature (e.g., Mishnah Eduy. 5.3; Yad. 3.5; Meg. 7a; Shabb. 30b).11 Nevertheless, this pessimistic interpretation as opposed to a more positive understanding appears to be driven by what Robert Johnston has rightly labeled a “hermeneutical bias.”12

Whenever I teach through the book of Ecclesiastes I note the problems that scholars have had in trying to ascertain a central theme and focus for this short book. In many ways it seems like Ecclesiastes is a stream of consciousness as Qoheleth meanders through a series of ponderings—what some have called a “literary labyrinth”13—on the problems one encounters when living in a complex and monotonous never-ending world.14 However, throughout this work I will argue that this is not necessarily the case.

Despite what appears to be randomness and pessimistic reflections on life, it hardly seems that someone would sit down and author an entire work with the purpose of harping on the meaninglessness of life. This is particularly true when one also considers the fact that the book falls within what has become known throughout history as the inspired text. Now to be sure, some have argued that the book, as wisdom literature, could very well have the goal of balancing the overly optimistic perspective of Proverbs,15 but even this is hardly satisfying. No, it seems that the author had a much more profound purpose when recording his work; what today we might call a “method to his madness.”

In the past, some scholars have seen the positive message and presentation of Qoheleth as vital for the church today.16 In some cases, because of the importance of its message to a fallen and lost world, it has even been called the “book of Romans” of the OT.17 In this regard, Jerome in the introduction to his commentary on Ecclesiastes noted the power of the message of Qoheleth to change lives and encourage the disheartened.18

On the other hand, those holding to the position that Qoheleth is truly a pessimist tend to downplay any notion of joy and positive reflections in the book. For example, Anderson assigns passages reflecting the motif of joy to Qoheleth’s “wishful thinking.”19 Therefore, he sees any signs of positive reflection as merely idyllic musings that Qoheleth knows will never happen in his pessimistic world.

But if Qoheleth did not write the book to develop an entirely pessimistic view of life, what was his purpose? In what follows, I will argue that Qoheleth’s presentation is actually a straightforward assessment of what living in a broken world due to sin looks like when God is not central to one’s life, and why God is needed to make sense of this brokenness.20 Now that does not mean that the book is to be read from a dualistic perspective21 or as Jerome proposed, namely, that everything under the sun is “vanity” and lacks value.22 On the contrary, even though the world is broken due to sin, Qoheleth consistently points out the value in life, which can be gained when life is lived rightly. Indeed, because the world is broken due to the fall, Qoheleth presents a cogent picture of how one should live a successful life “under the sun.”23

In this vein, Graham Ogden rightly notes that Qoheleth “is essentially an optimist, facing the reality of human life with its countless unanswered questions, and going forward in faith to affirm that despite his limited ability to explain all that happens, he remains committed to trusting in divine goodness and justice.”24 R. N. Whybray has also argued for the positive aspects of the book, although he focuses mainly on the seven key passages that address living a joyful life in the midst of futility (2:24a; 3:12, 22a; 5:18//v.17 Heb; 8:15a; 9:7–9a; 11:9a, 10a; 12:1a).25 Although Whybray is indeed on the right track, he, like many others from this perspective (e.g., Johnson26), has failed to offer a sustained argument related to its positive message for the entirety of the book.

In the chapters that follow, I will demonstrate that Qoheleth is arranging his presentation in order to show that life is indeed futile if one tries to use one’s work, people, things, and even wisdom as one’s destination in life as opposed to adopting them merely as something to be used on the journey of life.27 In other words, Qoheleth’s investigation is his attempt to understand the purpose and meaning of life under the sun, something he quickly realizes is futility apart from God. For this reason, I will argue that when the entire message of Ecclesiastes is examined through this lens, then a message of hope and purpose rises to the surface of what has often erroneously been perceived as a convoluted message of pessimistic ramblings. From this perspective, Ecclesiastes becomes a message of hope, which resonates in any historical context.
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