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Prayer for the Series 
Heavenly Father, Author and Sustainer of life, Give us a right discontentment with life in our fallen and fragmented world. May we give thanks for all the good things you give us, whilst never losing sight of the many things in this world that are in need of your restoration, nor forgetting our eternal hope. Help us to see through the lies that say career or wealth or knowledge or pleasure can give meaning to life. Help us instead to come to Christ as our Creator and Judge, Lord of life and victor over death, Who is alive and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one Lord, now and for ever. Amen.   
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Introduction 
What is the meaning of life? What is the point? 
Most days, most of us do not start with philosophical reflections on life as 
we wait for the toaster to pop. Our minds our already full with the 
relentless tasks of getting kids up, or getting to work, or just getting ahead 
on our list of things to do. 
But occasionally we pause, and the questions catch up with us. Why am I 
here? What is life for? Why is the world in such a mess? Is this as good as 
it gets? 
In these times our gaze lifts 
up from the immediate 
realities of day-to-day living, 
and we start searching 
around for something on the 
horizon that will make a 
difference to us.  
Perhaps we even dream that 
we will find something which 
means that we can make a difference to the world. 
Of course we read about the celebrities, the super-rich, and the successful 
people who seem to have it all, and yet say that they are still unfulfilled. 
That life is still not what they had hoped, and that it still doesn’t make 
sense. But we don’t believe that the same would be true for us.  
We daren’t believe it. 
Ecclesiastes pours a bucket of cold water over all our aspirations. God 
inspires a man with great wisdom to see through the shallowness of life on 
earth. Here is a man who has had it all, and who has reached the pinnacle 
of human achievement and acquisition. And yet he sees that the things we 
place our hope in like career, wealth, pleasure, and knowledge do not 
deliver. Though we spend so much time grasping for them, they are like 
mist that vanishes as you get near it. They give no answers and hold no 
hope. To live for them alone is to be swallowed in meaninglessness. 

Ecclesiastes pours a bucket of cold 
water over all our aspirations. God 
inspires a man with great wisdom to 
see through the shallowness of life 
on earth. 
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How depressing! Yet the book of Ecclesiastes does more than point to the 
meaninglessness of life on earth. It has hope! For it also points us to Jesus 
as the one who can give true meaning. The one who is the Creator and 
Judge. The one who can even defeat the great enemy of death, which 
otherwise laughs at our attempts at significance. The one who can offer us 
everlasting life in a world free from frustration and full of purpose. 
 

Background to Ecclesiastes 
Historical Setting 
In the first verse, the author introduces himself as “The Teacher” (the NIV 
footnote expands it to “leader of the assembly”). Here then is someone 
addressing the gathered people of God. It is this “ecclesiastical” setting 
from which the book takes its name. 
But who is the teacher? There are two main possibilities. 
The first is that we take at face value the descriptions of 1:1 (“son of 
David, king of Jerusalem” and 1:12 (“I, the Teacher, was king over Israel in 
Jerusalem”). Here then is Solomon, the great King of Israel, imparting his 
wisdom to the people. 
An alternative is that Ecclesiastes is by a later author who uses Solomon’s 
wisdom and life to make a point about life in general. Here people note 
how at the beginning and end of the book The Teacher is referred to in the 
third person. 
Either way, Solomon should be at the front of our mind as we read 
Ecclesiastes. Assuming a date late on in Solomon’s reign, that means we 
can date Ecclesiastes to around 940BC. He is a man who became King at 
the height of Israel’s influence, peace and prosperity. He is the man who 
asked for and received unparalleled wisdom from God. And he is the man 
who spent years using that God-given wisdom to reflect on life in this 
world. We will do well to join the assembly of people gathered to hear him! 
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Ecclesiastes as a Wisdom Book 
Ecclesiastes is one of the Wisdom books of the Old Testament. As such, it 
takes a step back from its explicit historical context, and instead reflects 
on life in general. It is easy therefore to see how the message of 
Ecclesiastes relates to any age. 
One of the features of Ecclesiastes though is its refusal to find neat 
solutions of explanations for life. In this it stands in helpful contrast to the 
Book of Proverbs. 
In Proverbs, we find collections of pithy sayings which give general wisdom 
for life. They tend to have a familiar shape: 

“Live rightly and you will prosper in life;  
live badly and you will suffer the consequences in life.” 

There is indeed great 
wisdom in these collected 
sayings. However, the other 
wisdom books Job and 
Ecclesiastes acknowledge 
that life isn’t always so clear 
cut!  
In Job (which we heard as a church in 2015), we see a man who lives 
rightly, but who suffers greatly. And the book considers the issue of 
innocent suffering, and how God is the only one who sees the bigger 
picture of all that goes on in the world, and who is worthy of worship for 
who he is, and not for the “good life” that we want him to give us. 
In Ecclesiastes, the teacher also sees the many times in which the 
generalities of Proverbs do not prove true. In part then, Ecclesiastes is 
written to say “what about the times when life isn’t as simple as Proverbs 
suggests?” But at another level, Ecclesiastes also says “even when life is 
like Proverbs, doesn’t the reality of death make everything a waste of 
time?” And so it drives us to look beyond this life and this world for 
answers that ultimately only God can give. 

Ecclesiastes says “even when life is 
like Proverbs suggests, doesn’t the 
reality of death make everything a 
waste of time? 
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In all the Bible’s wisdom literature, the basic call to the believer is to “Fear 
the Lord”. However, the different books give a different emphasis for what 
this will mean. 

 In Proverbs, to fear the Lord is to live our lives humbly before him, 
following his ways and his commands. 

 In Job, to fear the Lord is to acknowledge and worship him for who 
he is, and not for the good times he gives us. 

 In Ecclesiastes, to fear the Lord is to see that only he has 
understanding, and that while we cannot know the answers to our 
search for meaning, we can know him and so be lifted into true life. 

The message of Ecclesiastes 
Two phrases occur repeatedly throughout the book, and give us a helpful 
understanding of the book’s message. 
First is the phrase “under the sun”, which occurs 29 times through the 
book. It is the Teacher’s way of describing life in this world considered as 
though this world was all there is, observed purely from ground level. Life 
under the sun is life which conceives of nothing above or beyond the sun. 
The second is the word “meaningless”, which occurs 38 times. It can also 
be translated as “breath”. And this is the book’s repeated verdict on life 

under the sun. It is meaningless 
in that there is no purpose or 
point to it. It is like breath in that 
it is impossible to make sense of 
it – it is too contradictory for that. 
 

However, whilst meaning in life remains elusive for us, this does not prove 
that there is no meaning. Through the book, the Teacher explores path 
after path relentlessly, to the very point where it comes to nothing. He 
exposes their inability to help, and wants to create in us a hunger for 
something better. 
In the end, only one way will be left open. The wise response is to 
acknowledge the reality of God, to trust him and to receive life as his gift. 
Note that the message of Ecclesiastes is NOT “if you are not a Christian 
then this life is hard and meaningless but if you become a Christian then 

Whilst meaning of life remains 
elusive for us, this does not 
prove that there is no meaning. 
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this life will be easy and straightforward.” Even when we put our trust in 
Christ, we will still live in a chaotic world, still subject to the futility of so 
much of life. But we will have a new purpose to life, and the certain hope 
of future recreation. 
Why study Ecclesiastes today? 
Despite its age, Ecclesiastes is a surprisingly contemporary book. The 
search for meaning and purpose in life is one which we all share. And the 
false trails of pursuing intellectual advance, success in work, pleasure and 
wealth which the book explores are the very things that people so often 
look to for meaning in life today. 
We can also appreciate the honesty of a book which will not be satisfied 
with easy answers about life. The world is a messy and disordered, and so 
often we know and feel that things are not as they should be. Ecclesiastes 
neither ignores this fact nor accepts it – there is both a positive message 
about making the most of life’s opportunities, but also a call to look 
beyond this life for true hope. 
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The Gospel and Ecclesiastes 
The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be 
revealed.  For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its 
own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope  that 
the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and 
brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.  We know 
that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of 
childbirth right up to the present time.  Not only so, but we 
ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as 
we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our 
bodies. Romans 8:19-23   

As Christians, we come to Ecclesiastes with the fuller picture of God’s 
saving purposes in Christ. And much of the way in which the book will point 
us to Jesus is by showing a gaping hole in “life under the sun” which only 
Jesus can fill. 
In Romans 8, the apostle Paul expresses the current reality of life in the 
world as one of frustration, and bondage to decay. The Teacher of 
Ecclesiastes would easily agree! But in Christ there is liberation and 
freedom and redemption. 
This is because in Christ we see the one who has surpassed the limitations 
of this life and this world. As Creator and Judge, he is the one who can put 
right all the injustice that there is in the world. As the one who died and 
rose again, he is the one with the power to defeat death itself, and so to 
give eternal hope to his people.  
So Ecclesiastes is a book which will to make Christians rejoice in the 
fullness of life they have in Christ. And for others, it is a book which help 
people long for meaning in life, and which calls them away from chasing 
after meaning in the wrong places, and instead presents them with the 
God who offers not life under the sun, but rather life in his own Son! 
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Series Overview 
The following table shows the passages that we are going to look at each 
week during our series, along with some brief comments. 

Sun 15 Jan 
1:1-2:26 
 

The Meaninglessness of life under the sun 
The main theme of Ecclesiastes is introduced: if this life and this 
world is all there is, then it is all meaningless. Instead of there being 
progress and movement through history, things just go round and 
round in circles. 
We then have introduced in brief some of the possible “dead ends” 
which the Teacher has pursued in his search for meaning: wisdom, 
pleasure, and work. Only in Christ will we find true meaning in life. 
 

Sun 22 Jan 
3:1-22 
[B 3.30pm] 
 

Longing for what lasts 
There is a both a beauty and a tyranny to our being time-bound. 
On the one hand, there are right seasons of life and history – and to 
live well we need to recognise these and to ‘go with the flow’. 
However, we also find ourselves swept along, and powerless to resist 
the force of these changing seasons. 
Yet “God has set eternity in the hearts of men” – we have a sense 
and a longing that there should be life that lasts, and there should 
be a reckoning in which the injustice and evil in the world will be 
judged. 
While the Teacher can despairingly ask “who knows if the human 
spirit rises upward?”, we can see that in Christ this longing for 
eternity and for justice is wonderfully fulfilled. 
 

Sun 29 Jan 
4:1-5:7 
 

True love 
We long for love, and yet human relationships are marked by 
oppression, envy and loneliness. As well as exploring how each of 
these makes its mark on the world, the Teacher also holds onto the 
hope for true love – with others (friendship and partnership) and with 
God (listening and receiving). 
How can we have this true love? Jesus came not only to take away 
the guilt of our lack of love, but also to live his life of love, and to give 
us new life in the Spirit so that this love becomes the new passion of 
our heart as we are drawn into communion with God, and the new 
community of his people. 
 

Sun 5 Feb 
5:8-6:12 
[HC] 

True riches 
Riches do not give meaning to life. Often the accumulation of riches 
in the world is achieved through injustice to others. When people 
gain riches, they are never satisfied, but continually want more. 
There is a fragility to wealth in that it can be lost easily, and so we 
can never be at rest with them. And death intervenes to stop us from 
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enjoying wealth that we have accumulated. How much greater then 
is the treasure we can store up in heaven “where moth and rust do 
not destroy, and thieves do not break in and steal”!  
 

Sun 12 Feb 
7:1-8:15 
 

True wisdom 
Wisdom and knowledge are explored as a source of meaning in life. 
There are a collection of pithy proverbs which speak of godly wisdom 
for life under the sun. However. True wisdom comes from also seeing 
the limits of life under the sun, and embracing the limitations of 
wisdom itself. We cannot understand the world as it is – yet we can 
know and fear God who alone has true wisdom. 
 

Sun 19 Feb 
9:1-12 
[AA 3.30pm] 

The last enemy 
A reflection on the futility which the certainty of death brings to all of 
life. Death come to the righteous and the wicked alike, and so 
makes the Teacher question the point of morality. 
Death is also unpredictable and cannot be anticipated, leading to 
further despair. At one level this leads the Teacher to encourage us 
to enjoy life while it lasts, and to see it is as a gift from God. But he 
also drives us to Jesus as the one who has defeated the last enemy 
of death, overcoming it with resurrection life. 
 

Sun 26 Feb 
9:13-11:6 
 

Wisdom for a messy world 
A second collection of proverbs for life under the sun. Far from 
letting the meaninglessness of this life lead the Teacher into an 
escapism that pursues an other-worldly existence, instead he 
embraces life as it is, whilst holding out hope in God for something 
greater beyond this life. 
 

Sun 5 Mar 
11:7-12:14 
[HC] 
 

From life under the sun to life in the Son 
The Teacher concludes “Fear God and keep his commandments, for 
this is the whole duty of man.” We are to remember that God is 
Creator and judge – the one who brings a purpose and an end to 
history which otherwise seems to go round in circles. Our life “under 
the sun” gives us the opportunity to enter into life “in the Son”.  
 

[B]=Baptism; [HC]=Holy Communion 


