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ECCLESIASTES 11-12

1 The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem. 2 Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of
vanities! All is vanity. 3 What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun? 4 A generation goes, and a
generation comes, but the earth remains forever. 5 The sun rises, and the sun goes down, and hastens to the place
where it rises. 6 The wind blows to the south and goes around to the north; around and around goes the wind, and on
its circuits the wind returns. 7 All streams run to the sea, but the sea is not full; to the place where the streams flow,
there they flow again. 8 All things are full of weariness; a man cannot utter it; the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor
the ear filled with hearing. 9 What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done, and there is
nothing new under the sun. 10 Is there a thing of which it is said, "See, this is new"? It has been already in the ages
before us. 11 There is no remembrance of former things, nor will there be any remembrance of later things yet to be
among those who come after. 12 | the Preacher have been king over Israel in Jerusalem.

STRUCTURE
l. BOOKEND. Solomon, the Wisdom-Preacher (1)
I. Thesis—Everything is Vapor: brief, elusive, insubstantial, mysterious, and frustrating (2)
1. Core Question—What can be gained if life “under the sun" is a vapor? (3)
a. Observations in Creation: Cycles of motion but without progress (4-7)
b. Center: It's all too much—the human experience of “life as vapor” (8a)
c. Observations in Humanity: Cycles of motion but without progress (8bcd)
Iv. Conclusion: Everything is indeed a vapor—nothing new, all forgotten (9-11)
V. BOOKEND. Solomon, the Wisdom-Preacher (12)
*Verse 12 is a hinge, providing a bookend (“inclusio”) for the prologue, but also introducing the
autobiographical search for significance in 1:12-2:26.

GENERAL COMMENTARY:

The Book of Ecclesiastes was written by King Soclomon, whom Scripture names the wisest man who had ever lived. It
belongs to a genre called, “Wisdom Literature,” which focuses on practical living from a divine perspective. Therefore,
it does not contain dreams, visions, prophets, or miracles, like most other books. Rather, it focuses on life “under the
sun”"—or as we might say, “the real world” of ordinary life. Ecclesiastes derives its name from a Greek translation of
the Hebrew word “qohelet,” rendered by the ESV as “Preacher” (which can also mean “Convener” or “Collector”). The
wisest man of his time thus gathers his people to teach them how to live practically in a world filled with toil and
injustice, only to end with death. It is one of the darkest, most mysterious books of the Bible, but intentionally so.
Solomon's goal is not to butter us up but to wake us up from sleepy illusions. The ground has been cursed due to sin;
there's no getting off this merry-go-round of death. Life is not an amusement park but a vapor: here one moment,
gone the next. Only by heeding Solomon’s wake-up call can we ever learn to enjoy the ride.

As if to jar us awake, Ecclesiastes hits like a blunt-force trauma: “Vanity of vanities... vanity of vanities! All is vanity!”
What a way to start a book. This Hebrew word for “vanity” (hebel) literally means “vapor” or “mist” (see commentary
below), and it appears thirty-eight times in Ecclesiastes. As a picture worth a thousand words, it means that—Ilike
vapor—life is brief, elusive, insubstantial, mysterious, and frustrating. The history of mankind is a ceaseless endeavor
to escape these realities, but Solomon won't let us. If life is a vapor, he asks, “What does man gain by all the toil with
which he toils at under the sun?" (1:3). We almost feel the sun's heat in the question itself. The repetition of “toil”
underscores the futile hope of secular man: to work out a solution. Through pleasure, knowledge, wealth,
achievement, status, reputation, legacy, and inventions, we seek—but do not find. The harder we try to escape the
cycle, the faster we spin. Round and round we go, hoping to prolong the ride for one more cycle, which dizzies us all
the more. Then we die.

In the prologue that follows, Solomon begins probing this core question of “gain.” He looks first to creation:
generations come and go, as do the cycles of sun, wind, and water—but the earth stays put. In the same way, human
life is not a straight line of progress but a circle—a merry-go-round of repetition and futility. We delude ourselves into
thinking we can break the cycle, discover something “new under the sun,” and gain some lasting significance. But we
can't. Our best ideas only crank the wheel harder. We innovate, but nothing changes. In the end, all is forgotten.



The section ends in verse 12, which operates as a bookend, essentially repeating the first verse. But it also operates
as a hinge into the next section, where Solomon shifts from general observation to personal testimony. This is not
armchair philosophy. The king of Israel throws himself headlong into the human search for significance, employing
every resource at his royal disposal. The rest of Ecclesiastes reveals what he learned.

And yet, even Solomon's wisdom points beyond itself. The Preacher of Ecclesiastes foreshadows a greater Preacher,
the true Son of David, and the true convener (ekklesiastes) of the redeemed assembly (ekklesia—"church”). Jesus
Christ is the only One who breaks the cycle of death and calls us to discover life's meaning: not just “under the sun"—
but in Him who outlasts it.

VERSE-BY-VERSE COMMENTARY:

1 The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem.
—"the Preacher":

The Hebrew word for “Preacher” is “qohelet,” pronounced ko-hel-eth.

The footnote of my ESV translation reads, “or ‘Convener,’ or ‘Collector.”

Here is my paraphrase of what The Theological Wordbook of the OT tells us about the meaning of
‘Qohelet’: The Hebrew word Qohelet is the name used for the author of Ecclesiastes. It comes from a
word that means “to gather” or "bring people together,” which is why many think it refers to someone
who gathers people to speak to them, like a teacher or leader. When the Old Testament was translated
into Greek, the translators chose the word “Ekklesiastes,” meaning “a member of an assembly,” (and
possibly a speaker in it) because it sounds like the Hebrew word qahal, which also means “assembly.”
But even with that connection, experts still aren't completely sure what Qohelet means. Even though
the name might sound like someone giving sermons, the style of the book fits better with wisdom
writings, like Proverbs, not preaching. Some scholars think the form of the word used in Hebrew
(called “Qal”) is being used like a more active form (called “Hiphil”), which would make it mean
“someone who calls a group together.” In Ecclesiastes 12:8, the word has the word “the” in front of it—
“the Qohelet”"—which makes it seem more like a title than a person’s name, like saying “the Teacher.”
The word Qohelet shows up seven times in Ecclesiastes (1:1-2, 12; 7:27; 12:8—-10) and nowhere else in
the Bible. Because of that, the Hebrew name for the book is also Qohelet, just like we call it
Ecclesiastes in English.

The Greek word ekklesiastes refers to a single member of an ekklesia—the church (or, literally, the
assembly). | find this interesting.

In Greek rhetorical culture, ekklesiastes could refer to a person who participates meaningfully in civic
or public discourse, especially in the ekklesia (the citizen assembly in Greek city-states).

Thus, Solomon presents himself as a sage in a Hebrew assembly. His role foreshadows Christ, our true
sage, preacher, and church-convener.

Ecclesiastes begins with a king in Jerusalem, a son of David, a wise sage who presides over his
ekklesia, asking whether anything matters—because we all die anyway. The New Testament ends with
a king in New Jerusalem, the Son of David, and wise sage who presides over His ekklesia, displaying
why everything done “in Him" matters eternally—because we conquer futility and mortality through
Christ.

—"The son of David, king in Jerusalem™:

Authorship and Content:
o Itis traditionally believed that King Solomon wrote Ecclesiastes. Solomon was the only “son of
David"—in terms of immediate descendants—who was also “king in Jerusalem.”
o The descriptions in Ecclesiastes match what we know of Solomon:
*» The Preacher speaks of unmatched wisdom (Ecclesiastes 1:16; cf. 1 Kings 4:29-34),
» Vast wealth and luxury (Ecclesiastes 2:4-9; cf. 1 Kings 10:14-23),
» Lavish building projects (Ecclesiastes 2:4-6; cf. 1 Kings 6-7),
= A deep exploration of pleasure and romance (Ecclesiastes 2:1-3, 8; cf. 1 Kings 11:1-4).
o Some would argue that Solomon disqualified himself from writing Scripture considering his
immorality and idolatry. | feel the same discomfort. But it also seems, based on Ecclesiastes,
that Solomon turned back to Yahweh after his early departure. The book reads like the journal
of a prodigal who sowed his wild oats, reaped a handful of wind, came back home, and then
shared his reflections. | can almost picture him wearing a shirt that says



Been there
Done that

It ain't worth it
So fear God

Such a t-shirt would summarize Ecclesiastes. It is a book about life's brevity—how to drink
deeply of life as a gift without sinking deeply into a vain pursuit of fleeting pleasure. We'll
explore this more when we study the Hebrew word for “vanity” in verse 2.

Ecclesiastes feels dark. Rather than our good shepherd leading us through the valley of the shadow of
death, it feels like we're stuck in the valley. Death hangs over us. Life is intolerable. Wealth, success,
and pleasure provide no escape hatch. What, then, are we to do? How can we find light under the pall
of death’s shadow? Ecclesiastes provides this answer, and the answer is in the question. Viewed from
heaven's perspective, death sheds light on life, not darkness. If we view wealth, success, and pleasure
as an escape hatch, we will succumb to young Solomon'’s vain circuit. If, however, we view death as a
teacher—not a terror—we gain heaven's perspective. Death doesn’t darken our lives; it illuminates life
by clarifying what truly matters. Give someone a few days to live, and watch their priorities change.
This is living IN LIGHT of death. In short, Ecclesiastes doesn't offer cheap hope or sentimental
platitudes; it forces us to face death—so we can truly live.

Wisdom Literature as a genre:

o The Bible consists of diverse genres, including: narrative, poetry, prophecy, apocalyptic,
epistolary (letters), and wisdom literature. Ecclesiastes fits this final category.

o What is Wisdom Literature? A genre that is reflective in tone and practical in content. Its focus
is earthly but its perspective, heavenly.

o For example, Job focuses on suffering, Proverbs on practical living, Ecclesiastes on mortality,
and the Song of Songs on romance. Love, life, pain, and death—things that concern even
atheists—drive this genre of literature. But biblical authors do not view these from an earthly
perspective. For example, Job lifts our eyes in the first and final chapters to Yahweh, Satan,
and the divine council; Proverbs lays “the fear of the Lord" as the foundation of wisdom;
Ecclesiastes drives us to consider not just mortality, but the Immortal One who judges all;
finally, the Song of Songs points typologically to the divine romance—between God and His
people.

2 Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity.
—"says the Preacher":

Verses 1 and 2 contain this third-person language about the Preacher. Then the form appears again in
the final section of verses (12:8-10). Between these introductory and concluding verses, the word
“Preacher” arises six times.

But there is one more appearance in 7:27—this makes seven, the biblical number of completion or
perfection. The seven usages of “Preacher” and its accompanying third-person vantage point reveals a
probable literary structure to the book.

Since six of the seven references appear in the introduction and conclusion, it suggests that 7:27
provides the literary and theological center of Ecclesiastes. Here is that section: “Behold, this is what |
found, says the Preacher, while adding one thing to another to find the scheme of things—which my
soul has sought repeatedly, but | have not found... See, this alone | found, that God made man upright,
but they have sought out many schemes.”

o Ecclesiastes is a book about man’s “schemes”—his futile attempts to find meaning in life
through pleasure, achievement, and knowledge—but it is all hebel (“vanity”), a mist, a vapor, a
breath, a chasing after the wind.

o Inall his searching, Solomon found nothing of “gain” in this vain and empty life—nothing, that
is, except the one fact that makes sense of it: “God made man upright, but they have sought
out many schemes.”

o God alone makes sense of our hebel. The problem is not with Him—it is with us. We have
sought out schemes. We have chased the rubber rabbit like greyhounds rounding a track. We
have cheated our fellow man in a vain effort to get ahead, only to be forgotten like cycles of
rain.



Ecclesiastes 7:27ff is a clear reflection of Genesis 1-3, where Adam and Eve eat the fruit and
plunge us into hebel. The children of Eve have never ceased to eat that same fruit—hebel,
hebel, hebel. This is life without God.

Eve saw that the fruit “was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the
tree was to be desired to make one wise.” It was “good for food"—dJohn calls it, “the lust of the
flesh” (what | want to consume). It was “a delight to the eyes”"—John calls it, “the lust of the
eyes” (what | want to acquire). It was “desire to make one wise"—John calls it, “the pride of
life" (what | want to achieve). Our first parents ate the fruit of hebel, and we've been eating it
ever since, sprinting on the hamster wheel of consume/acquire/achieve. Like that hamster, we
go nowhere. This is hebel.

Returning now to the structure of Ecclesiastes, we see that the book is framed by the voice of
the Preacher in the third person (1:1-2 and 12:8-10), like a narrator introducing and then
concluding a philosophical memoir. Within this frame, chapters 1:12 through 12:7 shift into a
first-person narrative, in which Solomon recounts his exhaustive quest to find meaning “under
the sun.” The lone reappearance of the third-person “Preacher” (outside of the
intro/conclusion) in 7:27 functions as a hinge—the literary and theological center—highlighting
the book’s turning point.

Up to this midpoint, Solomon has been recounting the search for gain—through pleasure (ch.
2), toil (ch. 2), wisdom (chs. 1-2), and time (ch. 3). But in 7:27-29, he comes to a sobering
realization: it is not the world that is broken—it is man. “"God made man upright, but they have
sought out many schemes.” The problem is not in the system but in the soul. The Preacher,
after testing every avenue of meaning-making, concludes: we are the problem. This verse
echoes the fall of Adam and Eve and places the burden not on creation itself (which “remains
forever,” 1:4) but on fallen humanity that perverts what God made good.

From this central insight, the second half of Ecclesiastes begins to shift. While the tone
remains somber and realistic, there are more frequent calls to enjoy life as a gift (e.g., 8:15;
9:7-10; 11:9). There's a growing awareness that, though we cannot master life, we can receive
it. Meaning cannot be seized, but it can be found in fearing God and keeping His
commandments (12:13). This is not resignation—it is recalibration.

Thus, the structure of Ecclesiastes supports its message. The opening and closing references
to “the Preacher” frame the human search for meaning in a broken world. The sevenfold use of
the title “Preacher,” with the seventh at 7:27, signals a complete cycle of inquiry. And at the
center of it all lies the theological heart of the book: God made man upright—but we have
wandered. All is hebel—not because God is absent, but because we have turned from Him.

—"Vanity of vanities... vanity of vanities! All is vanity.”

What a way to launch a book about wisdom! Rather than flowery oration, the Preacher swings a sledge
hammer through the glass casing on our Mona Lisa. He interrupts our symphony with the blast of a
shotgun. Ecclesiastes is not a tribute to man's glory but a spotlight and siren in the dead of night. The
Preacher does not ease in; he shatters our illusions. This is wisdom with a jolt: a wakeup call.

But what does “vanity” (Heb. hebel) mean?

O
O

Other translations: “meaningless” (NIV, NLT), “futility” (NASB, CSB).

Theological Wordbook of the OT (TWOT): “The basic meaning of ‘hebel’ is ‘wind’ or ‘breath.’ This
is illustrated best in Isa. 57;13, ‘'The wind (ruah) will carry them off, a breath (hebel) will take
them away,’ and Prov. 21:6, ‘The getting of treasures by a lying tongue is a fleeting vapor
(hebel niddap)..."

The TWOT goes on about usages of ‘hebel’ in Ecclesiastes: “perhaps they reveal something of
his method and his concealed premise. He may be attempting to demonstrate man'’s inability
to find meaning to life unaided by divine revelation and interruption. The solo quest will always
end in futility.”

Kaiser: “a better rendering for the Hebrew ‘hebel’: ‘transitoriness,’ or just plain ‘temporary.’..
‘Vanity of vanities' is certainly wrong, for what would that mean? All things are ‘proud,’ or they
are ‘stuck up?’ The NIV is even more ‘meaningless’ as it rendered it ‘Meaningless, meaningless,
says the Teacher, ‘utterly meaningless!" But if that were so, then why go on reading the book?
It was all meaningless anyway! Later we will make the case that in Ecclesiastes 1:2, the word
‘hebel’ has the sense of ‘breath, vapor, mist or the like and thus should be rendered
‘temporality’ or ‘transition of transitions, everything is changing!' or ‘change is everywhere!"

| agree with Kaiser's critique of “meaningless” as a translation for “hebel,” but | disagree about
limiting it to “temporary,” or “change,” or “transitions.” Since the word literally refers to “mist"
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or “vapor,” | would rather let the image speak its nuanced meaning in various contexts. A
picture is worth a thousand words: this is why translators struggle to render it. In my
estimation, the Preacher did not intend for us to restrict the whole to any one nuance. | prefer,
“Vapor of vapors... vapor of vapors! All is a vapor.” The rest of the book unpacks each nuance
of what that means practically.

Given this assessment, consider my chart of each usage in Ecclesiastes, along with the
nuanced meaning in each context:

Complete Chart Of Hebel In Ecclesiastes

un

b

Meaning of Hebel Supporting Verses Best Example Verse
Brief [3:19", "B:12"°, '9:9°, Ecclesiastes 6:12 — 'For who knows what is good for man while he lives the
118, 1107 few days of his vain life, which he passes like a shadow?
Elusit ["1:14°, "2:11°, '4:4°, '6:9', Ecclesiastes 2:11 — 'Then | considered all that my hands had done... and
usive '2:267] behold, all was vanity and a striving after wind.

Insubstantial

Mysterious

Frustrating

Other / Mixe

Contextual Uses

o

Ecclesiastes 5:10 — 'He who loves money will not be satisfied with money...

‘215, BA0°, TH, e . . .
(215, 510, 76, 361 this also is vanity.

Ecclesiastes 8:14 — 'There is a vanity that takes place on earth, that there are
righteous people to whom it happens according to the deeds of the
wicked...'

[1:2. 17, TS,
'B:14", "1

S I o T LY P aliF I -1]
[,_2;,1:312]2,]1 AT, 48, Ecclesiastes 2:17 — "So | hated life... for all is vanity and a striving after wind.'
| = g §

['&:1", "2:19, '2:23",
e T TR e
B11Y, B0, "12:87

d or Ecclesiastes 1:2 — "Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All

Is vanity.’

If “hebel” means “vapor” (as all translators agree), it's easy to see why the above verses can
convey so many different nuances. Like a vapor, life is brief—here one moment, gone the next;
like a vapor, life is elusive—impossible to grasp; like a vapor, life is insubstantial—its ‘rewards’
do not last or satisfy; like a vapor, life is mysterious—an impenetrable cloud; like a vapor, life is
frustrating—its endless pursuits end in nothingness. Each of these meanings bleed into one
another but can be summarized by the singular image of “vapor” (or mist, or wind, or breath).

I like how lain Provan rendered it: “The merest of breaths... the merest of breaths. Everything
is a breath.”

3 What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?
—This core question is posed in the prologue for initial treatment. But since the prologue does not satisfy us
with hope, the following chapters will continue his investigation.

(NKJV), "advantage” (NASB).
a vapor, it is hard to imagine any advantage in living at all. The darkness of the question, along

with the unsatisfactory answer in the prologue, is Solomon's wakeup call. It's like he's saying, “Stop
numbing this painful reality with fleeting satisfaction! Face the hard facts! Don't take the escape
hatch—face reality!” Later in the book, we will discern that even in this “vapor” of a life there is indeed

—"gain":
e “profit"
° If life is
satisfac
—"toil":

tion. But we must face the brutal facts to live with heaven's perspective.

e The Hebrew word amal “relates to the dark side of labor, the grievous and unfulfilling aspect of work. A

biblical

view of labor based on this word alone would be defective, but this aspect of work should be

included in a full induction. Thus Moses uses this term to describe the frustration and struggle of the
worker in this ephemeral, transitory world (Ps. 90:10)... The root in its several forms is used especially
by Solomon in Eccl as he details the frustration, profitlessness, and transitory (hebel) benefits of day-

by-day
as work

labor; such is noted when that labor is not seen as service (even worship!) to God, but simply
done ‘under the sun.' For the man whose relationship to God is tenuous, there is no profit from



all his work (Eccl 1:3). Yet even in Ecclesiastes there are glimpses of a higher view of labor: ‘every one
who eats and drinks and sees good in all his labor—it is the gift of God” (Eccl. 3:13; cf. 5:18-19)."—
Theological Wordbook of the OT

Ps. 90:10: “The years of our life are seventy, or even by reason of strength eighty; yet their span is but
toil (amal) and trouble; they are soon gone, and we fly away.”

The word “toil" (amal) does not appear in Genesis 3, but the echoes are clear. God created man to
work before the Fall (Gen. 2), but sin turned “work” into “toil” with the curse of Gen. 3:17-19: “Cursed is
the ground because of you; in pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it
shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your face you shall
eat bread, till you return to the ground..."—ever since then, “work" has been a four-letter word!
Genesis 3 links the futility of our work with the mortality of man. Sin introduced not just death, but toil.
We were cursed to work ourselves into the ground—literally. In light of this, Solomon wisely asks,
“What's the point? What do we gain?”

—Gibson re-words the core question differently: “If we won't live forever, or even long enough to make a
lasting difference to the world, how then should we live?" This is the core question Ecclesiastes seeks to

answer.

—"under the sun":

We find this phrase everywhere in Ecclesiastes—it is a theme. See my chart:

Themes Of "'Under The Sun' In Ecclesiastes

Theme Under the Sun Supporting Verses Best Example Verse

[1:3"2:11", "217". 218" Ecclesiastes 1:3 — "What does man gain by all the toil at which he

1 Toil under the sun 24Q° "2 222" ‘G118
"'1:5_" 220, 222 "5:18, toils under the sun?’
9:91
Ecclesiastes 8:9 — "All this | observed while applying my heart to
2 Injustice under the sun IS | all that is done under the sun, when man had power over man to

Futility. repstition,
3 unknowability under the
sun

I Enjoyment under the sun

Daath and human
limitation under the sun

(]

I'1:9°, 114, 4T, B2
8177, 2117

['2:24°, '3:12-13", "5:18,
8:15°, "7, "11:7-97

['6:1", '6:12", '9:3', '%5-6]

his hurt.”

Ecclesiastes 1:14 - '| have seen everything that is done under the
sun, and behold, all is vanity and a striving after wind.’

Ecclesiastes 5:18 = 'Behold, what | have seen to be good and
fitting is to eat and drink and find enjoyment... under the sun.

Ecclesiastes 9:3 — This is an evil in all that is done under the sun,
that the same event happens to all'

e Life "under the sun” is not all bleak—the Preacher counsels us to “find enjoyment... under the sun”

(5:18) despite the toil, injustice, futility, and justice we suffer there.

Some interpret Ecclesiastes as a book about “life without God"—as if “under the sun” refers
exclusively to the material world. While | appreciate the aim of explaining why this book is so dark, this
conclusion cannot suffice. The book contains many references to God, and its conclusion is to “Fear
God and keep His commandments.” Furthermore, the phrase “under the sun” is occasionally replaced
with “under heaven” (1:13; 2:3)—a rhetorical twist by Solomon that says, “Whatever lies beneath the
sun's painful heat simultaneously exists under heaven's gaze—so be careful how you live under the
sun. Beyond the sun, we will all be judged.

One of the messages of Ecclesiastes is that we can't comprehend the perplexing “vapor” of life, but
God makes sense of it all. Only after His final judgment will the pain of living under the sun's heat
make sense to anyone. Therefore—live for Him. Fear Him. He's the One who makes “everything
beautiful in its time" (Ecc. 3:11).

In light of this, we should not interpret Solomon’s investigation as the vain and foolish work of a mortal
chasing the wind. “Life under the sun” is not just the reality of non-Christians; it is everyone's reality.
Life makes sense to none of us. It is painful for all of us. Fearing God means trusting that, in His time,
it will turn out beautiful.



e Inverse 9, Solomon will repeat the phrase “under the sun” because the intervening verses 4-8 present
his initial investigation based on observations of life’s cycles.

4 A generation goes, and a generation comes, but the earth remains forever. 5 The sun rises, and the sun goes
down, and hastens to the place where it rises. 6 The wind blows to the south and goes around to the north;
around and around goes the wind, and on its circuits the wind returns. 7 All streams run to the sea, but the sea is
not full; to the place where the streams flow, there they flow again.
—This section of the prologue launches Solomon's investigation into the core question of verse 3: What can
man gain for his toil under the sun?
—Verses 4-7 present creational cycles, which parallel human cycles—all of them, “vanity.”
—The creational cycle begins with “a generation” that "goes” and “comes”. We should not limit this to human
generations—the verse appears in a section about creation. All living things come and go, which contrasts
with our planet. Human life, animal life, and even plant life comes and goes, but the earth remains.
—Gibson: “I leave only one thing behind, and that's the earth | used to live on, remaining right where it was
when | first arrived, only now it spins without me. My life will come and go. If | leave children in the world to
carry on my legacy, they themselves are simply part of the generations who will come and go, and all they
leave behind is the universe carrying on as before. We haven't altered the cosmic merry-go-round. Nothing we
do changes the facet that we labor and toil and then die, and the earth just stays there. Everything is a breath,
our lives the merest of breaths.”
—We must keep in mind that Solomon’s words about creation aim at answering the question, “"What can we
gain?" We think of our lives as a linear progression of growth and progress, but Solomon seems to dispel that
thought. The sun has a cycle; the wind has a cycle; the water has a cycle. If life is cyclical, this means that we
end where we began. As God said in Genesis 3:19: "By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread, till you
return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return." Or as
Solomon later says, "All go to one place. All are from the dust, and to dust all return” (Ecc. 3:20). From dust to
dust—Ilife is cyclical. We brought nothing with us. We can take nothing with us. Whatever we achieve does not
last. There is no gain for our toil under the sun.
—Again, we must keep in mind that Solomon is only beginning his argument. In light of God's judgment, there
is indeed gain. In light of the resurrection, Paul exhorts us: “Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast,
immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain" (1
Cor. 15:58).
—But we can't rush ahead to conclusions. Solomon wants us to feel the weight of “life is a vapor.” While it's
true that God provides both temporal and eternal reprieve, Ecclesiastes demands that we first sit in the ache.
We must face the futility of life on its own terms—life under the sun, stripped of illusions and shortcuts. The
creational cycles in verses 4-7 are not comforting rhythms; they are reminders that the world rolls on
indifferent to our striving. We live, we die, and the sun rises again. The sea is never full. The wind never rests.
The streams keep flowing, but nothing changes. Solomon is not yet offering us hope—he is offering us
honesty. And only by staring honestly into the abyss of hebel can we come to crave something more solid,
more eternal. Ecclesiastes doesn't begin by giving us answers; it begins by dismantling our false ones.
—Gibson: “People are like the insatiable sea. Just as water pours into the ocean again and again without ever
filling it, so the things of the world pour into human beings via their eyes and ears and back out through their
mouths, and yet they never reach a point of complete satisfaction.”

8 All things are full of weariness;
—This verse is the center of Solomon'’s prologue. The first two verses introduce the entire book. The third
verse introduces the core question: is their gain in our vain toil? Verses 4-7 and the rest of verse 8 provides
an initial answer: no.
—Ouch.
—This section of verse 8 slams us with emotional distress. The permanence of the earth in contrast with our
own experience of “life as a vapor” feels tiresome. The only reason people don't feel the weariness of life is
because they've taken the escape hatch of godless pleasures and achievements—but it's “striving after the
wind."” It's grasping a mist and calling it satisfaction. People who live this way are in for a rude awakening.
Solomon's goal is to wake us up before it's too late—before God evaluates out toil under the sun.
—If you feel the “weariness” of life, this is not a glitch. It is God's design. He is the One who cursed the ground
in Genesis 3:17-19, a section that lies in the background of Ecclesiastes.
—But why would God design us to feel such weariness? The simple answer is that it's the curse of sin. He did
not originally design the world this way—this is our own doing. But there's another reason also, for those who



heed the words of the Preacher. Realizing that “life is a vapor" should drive us to seek permanence, not under
the sun—but beyond it.

—LKaiser: "Qoheleth was working on the problem of man's attempt to find meaning in all aspects of God's
good world, presumably without coming to know the world’s Creator, Sustainer, and Final Judge.”

a man cannot utter it; the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing.
—The cycles of creation (vv. 4-7) parallel those of humanity in verse 8. Just as waters flow into the sea, which
yet remains “not full” (v. 7), likewise the eyes and ears of mankind cannot be “satisfied” or “filled” despite
ever-seeing and ever-hearing. There never comes a time when the ocean says, “Stop flowing into me! Rivers, |
can't take any more!" Similarly, our eyes and our ears can drink their fill of observation, with infinitely more to
take in.
—There seems to be a play on words in this poem between “full” and “satisfied.” The ocean is never
satisfied—neither are we. The sun, wind, and water go round and round in a cycle that never ends, and we do
the same: chasing knowledge, achievement, and satisfaction. Like the ocean, we never find it. “Under the sun,”
we are never full.
—But what if we work really hard? What if we “toil” like no other “under the sun?" The answer is obvious. If we
define “gain” by finally taking in enough to satisfy us, we will return to the earth with an empty groan, even as
we entered with a desperate cry.

9 What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done, and there is nothing new under

the sun. 10 Is there a thing of which it is said, "See, this is new"? It has been already in the ages before us.
—"What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done” is Solomon’s commentary on
the cycles of creation and humanity. Rather than achieving “new" things under the sun, we end where we
began. No matter how hard we toil, we can't leap off the merry-go-round.
—But what about the inventions of Thomas Edison or Elon Musk? Solomon cannot be arguing that inventions
are not “new.” Rather, he argues that they are only “new” in a relative sense. Relative to prior technology, they
seem new, but they provide no escape hatch to our wheel of death. In an absolute sense, inventions achieve
no lasting gain for a people—for an entire universe—marching toward its grave. Musk is no less on the dust-
to-dust cycle than the rest of us. He will take none of his wealth with him. His inventions will not travel with
him in the grave. Furthermore, even his “inventions” are just modifications of an ever-spinning wheel. At the
top of our technological ladder, a grave still awaits. Our so-called progress is impressive only when viewed
from within the system—but Ecclesiastes is asking us to step outside and look at the system itself. From that
vantage point, everything under the sun is just reruns—old stories of envy and ambition. The only thing new is
packaging.
—Solomon's point is not to devalue creativity or productivity, but to strip them of the illusion that they can
provide lasting gain. They cannot. The wheel turns. The grave yawns. “There is nothing new under the sun.”
—Gibson: “He doesn’'t mean no ‘new’ things are ever invented in the world, for clearly that is not true. He
means there is nothing new we can ever discover to break the cycle and so satisfy us. When we conquer our
solar system, humanity will then try to conquer the galaxy beyond it.”
—No invention can break us free from “life is a vapor.”
—This makes me think about humanity's supposed conquest over night and day—time, itself. The first
mechanical clocks were introduced to the West during the 1200s, where a bell marked the advance of time. A
century later, an “hour hand” was added, and in the 1600s, we had minute and second hands on our clocks. In
1879, Thomas Edison invented the light bulb. Richard Swenson remarks, “If the clock broke up the day, the
lightbulb broke up the night. Humanity was flushed with its presumed victory over yet another of nature's
limitations. Yet all victories have their associated costs. The clock and the light—they gifted us with time,
then they stole it away.”
—Today we have smartphones and calendars stored in the cloud. Every minute, every second, is sliced and
diced for greater efficiency. These inventions were “new”"—yet rather than freeing us up, they enslaved us. No
matter how hard we toil under the sun, even our technology—designed to make life better—only force the
merry-go-round to spin faster. We can't escape the system. The curse of sin on the ground cannot be undone
by “new.”
—Swenson's excellent book, Margin (where | learned these facts), quotes the Roman playwright Plautus, who
cursed the sun dial, which first marked time: “The gods confound the man who first found out how to
distinguish hours! Confound him, too, who in this place set up a sun-dial, to cut and hack my days so
wretchedly into small portions!”
—O0, how there is nothing new under the sun! The more we advance, the faster the wheel spins! And we can't
get off! This is “life as a vapor.” Feel the weight of it. Ecclesiastes does not tell us how to escape the wheel of



death. It prevents us, rather, from pretending to escape. Because only then can we learn: how to enjoy the
ride.

—I've heard it said that, “Being an adult is saying, ‘This is a busy season,’ until you die.” We deceive ourselves
by fantasies about a future without hebel. Life under the sun is a vapor. You're stuck on the wheel. The
question is not, "How can | escape?” But how can | enjoy THE CURRENT SEASON in which | live—because it's
not just a season. It's life.

11 There is no remembrance of former things, nor will there be any remembrance of later things yet to be among
those who come after.
—Verse 11 serves as a final blow to our illusion, a dead-weight that blasts through our hope of escaping hebel
with the fantasy of “new”: new inventions, new romance, new geography, a new career, a new landscape, or
even new doctrine—new, new, new.
—The bad news is that “new" will not cure the old curse of sin.
—If verses 4-7 reveal an entire world locked in cycles, and verses 8-10 highlight humanity's same traffic jam,
verse 11 concludes with, “It still gets worse!”" How? Because nothing will be remembered.
—I'm reminded of the time an interviewer asked Conan O'Brien how much it stung that his lifelong dream of
hosting a prime-slot evening show got canned almost before it started. Here is the interview:

Interviewer: Is this how you want to go out, with a show that gets smaller and smaller until its gone?

Conan: Maybe that's ok. | think you have more of a problem with that than | do. At this point in my career, |
could go out with a grand, 21-gun salute, and climb into a rocket and the entire Supreme Court walks out and
they jointly press a button, I'm shot up into the air and there’s an explosion and it's orange and it spells, ‘Good
night and God love." In this culture? Two years later, it's going to be, who's Conan? This is going to sound grim,
but eventually, all our graves go unattended.

Interviewer: You're right. That does sound grim.

Conan: Sorry. Calvin Coolidge was a pretty popular president. I've been to his grave in Vermont. It has the
presidential seal on it. Nobody was there. And by the way, I'm the only late-night host that has been to Calvin
Coolidge's grave. | think that's what separates me from the others... | had a great conversation with Albert
Brooks once. When | met him for the first time, | was kind of stammering. | said, ‘You make movies, they live
forever. | just do these late-night shows, they get lost, they're never seen again and who cares?' And he
looked at me and said, ‘What are you talking about? None of it matters... that's the secret. In 1940, people said
Clark Gable is the face of the 20t Century. Who [expletive] thinks about Clark Gable? It doesn't matter. You'll
be forgotten. I'll be forgotten. We'll all be forgotten.’ It's so funny because you'd think that would depress me. |
was walking on air after that.”

—Again, the point of Ecclesiastes is not that NOTHING TRULY MATTERS. We know that it does. Later in the
book, this becomes clear. But Solomon wants us to feel the weight of hebel—life is a vapor. Because you can't
enjoy the ride of this beautiful life if you're trying like everyone else to rig the merry-go-round of life to dispel
the vapor. No work of mortals can undo God's curse. Only Jesus can do that—through His life, death, and
resurrection. But we're not ready for good news until we internalize just how bad the bad news is.

—Gibson: “At the outset, 1:1-11 sketches a very basic point: accepting death is the first step in learning to
live."

—If we deny the reality of “life is a breath”—seeking permanence in a world that won't give it—we will run,
out-of-breath, until the day we stop breathing. Are you out of breath?

12 | the Preacher have been king over Israel in Jerusalem.
—This verse functions as a hinge between the prologue and the autobiographical section that follows. It
matches the first verse almost perfectly, forming an “inclusio,” or bookend.
—Solomon’s words come with authority because he's not speaking from the bottom of the totem pole, as one
who hasn't experienced the good things of life. As we'll see in the next section—he has not just experienced
them, but indulged in them at the highest levels, and to the utmost degree. And yet, they were nothing but
hebel.
—Even though life is a vapor, it is also extraordinarily beautiful. God makes everything beautiful in its time
(Ecc. 3:11). Through friendship with Him, God unlocks the beauty. Believing these twin truths—that life is
short, yet beautiful—frees us to enjoy the ride.



