
THE PURPOSE OF THE BOOK OF ECCLESIA.STES. 
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The important questions in relation to the book of 
Ecelesiastes are three; its unity (or integrity), its date, 
and its purpose, and these three are interdependent. 
There is a reasonable measure of agreement concerning . 
the date, 80 that the discussion needed here will be very 
brief. The question of unity (or integrity) demands a 
somewhat fuller consideration. But it is only the matter 
of purpose that will be given a detailed treatment, al
though with recognition of the fact that the question of 
unity is intimately associated with this. 

By general agreement the date of the book is either in 
the latter part of the Persian period, or in the Greek pe
riod. The language of the book has many indications of 
lateness, and favors the latter assignment, although the 
question of direct influence from the Greek language is 
an open one. Whether the book shows the influence of 
Greek philosophy is much disputed, and this will be con
sidered later. In any case, however, the evidence points 
to the Greek period. A date somewhat after 200 B. C. 
seems to the writer to be probable, see the more definite 
statement later.-

The unity (or integrity) of the book has frequently 
been questioned. Some have seen in the book the work of 
several authors. There are more who consider it the 
work of one principal author, with the additions of several 
editors or glossators. It is the inconsistency, apparent 
or real, in the views expressed in the book which is the 
principal reason for thinking that the book is not entirely 
by one author. It is unnecessary to consider the various 
views concerning authorship in detail, the conclusion of 
the writer on this point will be indicated later . 

• On the date and all the other matters here discussed, Bee eBPeelal· 
ly the recent discussion by Barton in blB Commentary (InternaUonal 
CriUcal Commentary). 
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There has been much difference of opinion concerning 
the influence of Greek philosophy upon the writer. Some 
have held that specifi.c doctrines, of the Epicureans or 
the Stoics, are expressed in the book. But more gener
ally this has been denied, and it has been maintained that 
there are but slight indications of such influence. Of 
course a general acquaintance with this philosophy, which 
affects the tone of the book, would be presumed from the 
date above given. The question of this influence will not 
be discussed by the present writer until after the princi
pal ideas of the book have been considered. 

The author indicates his aim, or at least a prominent 
part of his aim, to be to engage in a comprehensive study 
of human endeavors to determine what is good. This is 
stated most clearly in two passages: 1 :13a, , , And I ap
plied my mind to seek and to search out by means of wis
dom concerning all that is done under heaven"; and 2 :3, 
"I searched in my mind how to cheer my flesh with wine, 
my mind yet guiding me by means of wisdom, and how 
to lay hold on folly, till I might see what it was good for 
the sons of men that they should do under heaven all the 
days of their life. " This investigation, it is said in both 
statements, is by means of wisdom, MC!!n!, the instru
mental use of 1I. The same phrase is found in 7 :23a, a 
statement of the result of his investigation, "All this 
have I tested by means of wisdom." Wisdom is the agent 
in this investigation. It is evident that wisdom has not 
the same meaning here as, e. g., in the book of Proverbs, 
where the religious element is fundamental, see such 
statements as Prov. 9 :10. Here no religious element is 
indicated, it is secular wisdom, observation of the aiiairs 
of life. But it is here broader than secular wisdom in the 
ordinary Old Testament use, it is observation and specu
lation in a broad way upon the problems of existence, in 
an endeavor to find what is good. 

What is the result of this investigation by the author! 
It is described by various phrases, but the most frequent 
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description used for human endeavors is the word "van
ity." The various things which are indicated by this term. 
are mentioned in the following statements, those verses 
being omitted which are considered later additions. Van
ity is predicated of all things, 1 :2·, 14; 2 :11, 17; 12:8; of 
mirth, 2:1; of wisdom, 2 :15; of the uncertainty of poster
ity, 2 :19, 21; of the fruitlessness of labor and sorrow, 
2 :23 j the fact that man is like beasts, 3 :19; the lack of 
satisfaction in silver and abundance, 5 :10; many things, 
6:11; lack of justice in requiting the righteous and wick
ed, 8 :10, 14; all that cometh, 11:8; youth and the dawn of 
life, 11 :10. Besides, the phrase "life of vanity" is used, 
6:12. The word translated "vanity" has the original 
meaning breath, Rnd thus indicates something unsubstan
tial. The descriptive phrase" and a striving after wind" 
is added to this in 1:14; 2:11, 17. This describes that 
which fails to satisfy, it lacks the essential qualities of 
truewortb. 

Other elements of description are associated with 
these. Particularly to be noted is the term. evil as de
scriptive of human endeavor, both as an adjective, the 
Hebrew being lM, and as a noun, the Hebrew being the 
closely related word n~. The adjective is found in 2 :17 
and 9 :3, both general descriptions of human life, which 
are to be rendered: "So I hated life, because the work 
that is wrought under the sun was evil unto me j for all 
is vanity and a strivng after wind," and "This is evil in 
all that is done under the sun, that there is one event to 
all. " The noun is found in 2 :21 j 5 :13, 16; 6:1; 10 :5, 
where specific phases of human endeavor are classed as 
evil. In 2:21 this is associated with "vanity" as a de
scription of the uncertainty of posterity; in 5 :13, 16; 6:1 
is predicated of the uncertainty of riches; in 10:5 it is of 
the inequitable reversal of social conditions. 

The first result of the investigation of the author, 
then, is this, no human activity is good. The next result 

·The references are to the English translation, not to the Hebrew. 
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is that the effort itself is a failure, and a failure because 
the problem is too great for his solution, at least by the 
method followed, because that is God's plan, God has in
tentionally hidden His ways from discovery by human in
vestigation. This further result is stated in the following 
verses: 6 :12, "Who knoweth what is good for man in 
his life, all the days of his vain life whieh he spends as a 
shadow'" 7 :14, "In the day of prosperity be joyful, and 
in the day of adversity consider; yea, God hath made the 
one side by side with the other, to the end that man should 
not find out anything that shall be after him." 3 :11, "He 
hath made everything beautiful in its time: also he 
hath set eternity in their heart, yet so that man cannot 
:find out the work that God hath done from the be
ginning even to the end." 7 :23, 24, "All this I tested 
by means of wisdom: I said, I will be wise; but it was 
far from me. That which is, is far off and exceeding 
deep; and who ean find it onU" 8:1&-9:1, "When I 
applied my heart to know wisdom, and to see the busi
ness that is done upon the earth, (for also there is 
that neither day nor night seeth sleep with his eyes), then 
I beheld all the work of God, that man cannot find out the 
work that is done under the sun: because however much 
a man lahor to seek it out, yet he shall not find it; 
yea, moreover, though a wise man says that he knows it, 
yet shall he not be able to find it. For all this I laid to 
my mind, even to explore all this: that the righteous, and 
the wise, and their works, are in the hand of God; whether 
it be love or hatred, man knoweth it not; all is before 
them." 1l:5b, "thou knowest not the work of God who 
doeth all" 

A group of passages needing special attention in con
nection with what has been said consists of 2 :24-26; 3 :12, 
13, 22; 5 :18-20; 8 :15; 9:7-9. These passages have a 
marked similarity with each other, and all speak of en
joyment through the senses as a good, being thus in ap': 
parently clear contradiction to the thought already men-
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tioned that nothing is good. 8 :15 explicity contradicts 
2 :1, the former speaking of mirth as good while the latter 
calls it vanity; the Hebrew word for mirth being the same. 
The possibility that either thought .could be a provisional 
conclusion which was later contradicted seems very re
mote, and is not suggested by anything in the context. 

Further, 3:12, 13; 5:18-20; 8:15; 9:7-9 interrupt the 
context, the thought being continuous before and after 
these passages. In the other two cases, 2 :24-26 j 3 :22, 
these verses contribute no necessary eleme:p.t in the con
nection of thought. Hence this whole group of passages 
which speak of enjoyment through the senses as a good, 
are to be regarded as a later addition, doubtless the work 
of a single author. 

Barton thinks that there are later additions of two 
kinds, those of a Chasid writer, whose work is more de
vout and orthodox than that of the original writer, and of 
8 Hokma writer, whose work is proverbial in its nature. 
The reasons for considering these to be additions are that 
they are thought to teach doctrines inconsistent with the 
original work, and also because the various additions are 
regarded as interrupting the connection. The former ar
gument has not much force, but the latter has a consider
able amount. The following Chasid additions given by 
Barton are to be regarded as really additions, principally 
because interrupting the context: 2 :26, which is included 
in an addition already referred to j 3 :17; 8 :2b, 3a, 5, 6a. 
The other Chasid additions of Barton are not to be so 
regarded, viz., 7 :18b, 26b, 29; 8 :11-13; 11 :9b; 12 :1a, 13b, 
14. Of the Bokma additions of Barton, all but 7 :3 are to 
be so regarded because interpreting the context, these 
being: 4:5; 5:3, 7a; 7:1a, 5, 6-9, 11, 12, 19; 8:1; 9:17, 18; 
10:1-3, 8-14a, 15, 18, 19. Minor editorial additions are 
"saith the Preacher" in 1:2; 12 :8, and also 12 :9, 10, all 
these speaking of the Preacher in the third person, while 
the book as a whole gives his language in the first person. 
There seems to be no sufficient reason for regarding any 
further portions as later additions.· 
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The results thus far reached may now be brought into 
comparison with the philosophy of the Greeks. In the 
post-Aristotelian systems of Greek philosophy there were 
three divisions, nature, logic and ethics. The book of Ec
clesiastes has no marked resemblance to the first two di
visions, the inquiries of the author are comprised under 
what the Greeks call ethics. The chief question of the 
Greek philosophers in the realm of ethics was concerning 
the highest good for human attainment. Connected with 
this were the detailed questions in reference to the things 
that were to be regarded as good, in their relation to the 
highest good, and in reference to the things that were to 
be regarded as evil. The aim of the author of Ecclesiastes 
is the same as of these philosophers, the investigation of 
that which is good, as has been noted. The opposite of 
the idea of good is that of evil, applied to human endeavor 
by the author, as has been noted, and by the Greek phi
losophers. The author also describes the evil things by 
the phrases vanity and striving after wind, meaning that 
the evil is such because it fails to satisfy the desires of 
man. This failure of the evil things to satisfy is also 
stated in explicit language, sometimes in olose connection 
with their description as vanity, in the following pas
sages: 4 :8, "Neither are his eyes satisfied with riches
this also is vanity"; 5 :10, "He that loveth silver shall not 
be satisfied with silver; nor he that loveth.abundance with 
increase: this also is vanity"; 1 :8, " All things are full of 
weariness; man cannot utter it: the eye is not satisfied 
with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing"; 6 :7, "All the 
labor of man is for his mouth, and yet the appetite is not 
filled"; 6 :3, a part of th e description of one whose Jot is 
vanity is "his soul be not filled with good," according to 
the usual English rendering, which might better be trans
lated "his soul be not satisfied with good," the Hebrew 
root beingv~~. 'fhis idea that a prominent cause of evil 
is unsatisfied desire is found among the Greek philoso
phers, especially in the teaching of the Epicureans. " The 
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only unconditional good, according to Epicurus, is pleas
ure; pain is an unconditional evil , . . He concludes that 
the, real aim and object of all pleasure consists in obtain
ing freedom from pain, and that the good is nothing else 
but emimeipaton from evil. . . . The essential and direct 
cause of happiness is repose of mind-&~cG. Positive 
pleasure is only an indirect cause of ~fD. in that it re
moves the pain of unsatisfied craving."· This "pain of 
unsatisfied craving" is closely akin to the ideas of Ec
clesiastes. 

It is evident then from the comparison thus far that 
the fundamental aim of the writer of Eoolesiastes is the 
same as that of the Greek philosophers, and that several of 
his principal ideas and his phraseology closely resemble 
those of some of the philosophers. None of these features 
have close resemblances in any other book of the Old 
Testament; they are not a natural development of Hebrew 
ideas without other influences. It seems inevitable that 
the author, living in the Greek period, was influenced by 
the teachings of the Greek philosophers. 

But the author is not simply presenting the ideas of 
anyone school. There are resemblances to some teach
ings of each post-Aristotelian school, of the Epicureans, 
the Stoics, and the Sceptics. But there are also marked 
differences from each school. For example, the Epicur
eans and the Stoics agreed in teaching that the wise man 
was always happy.·· To the author of Ecclesiastes it is 
a grievous evil that wisdom brings sorrow, and thus is 
itself vanity, as in 1:17f; 2:12-17, 21-23; 7:16; 9:13-16. 
Again, the conception of the relation of God to the world 
is far different from the view of any of these schools. 
The Stoic conception of God was predominantly panthe
istic, while the Epicurean teaching was that the gods were 
personal beings, but with no relation to the world nor 
care for it, and the view of the Sceptics, certainly in the 

·Zeller, The StoiCS, Epicureans, and Sceptics, 1870; pp. US-8. 
uzeller, oP. elt., pp. 253, '56. 
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teaching of Carneades and doubtless earlier, was that it 
was impossible to know anything about God. The author 
of Ecclesiastes is conducting his investigations without 
any explicit recognition at first of the relation of God to 
the world; yet from time to time he directly affirms God's 
care and control in reference to all worldly things, yet in 
no pantheistic sense, as in 3:10f; 5:18-20; 7:13f; 8:17-
9:1, etc. 

What the author is attempting is, rather, to establish 
a philosophical system of his own, parallel to the Greek 
systems and intluenced by his knowledge of them. The 
author's use of wisdom is in the sense of philosophy, as 
has been, substantially, indicated earlier. It is worthy of 
note that the Greeks used ~r.. as well as t/IWxro~ to 
convey that meaning. The author is making his investi
gations by means of wisdom, i. e., by means of philosophy. 

The failure of the author's endeavor is because of the 
impossibility of knowledge. This is similar to the Sceptic 
positon, that it is impoasible really to have knowledge 
about anything. But the author's conclusion is less 
sweeping than that of the Sceptics, it does indicate the 
impossibility of knowing human affairs because they are 
in the hands of God and He has intentionally hidden His 
plans, but it does not include scepticism concerning God 
Himself. 

It is evident, therefore, that the failure of the author 
is considered by him to be the failure of all philosophy. 
Philosophy is a human endeavor, and it fails because of 
the limits of human knowledge. It is only divine knowl
edge which could solve the problems, and that God has 
kept from men. 

Two things appear thus far concerning the main pur
pose of the book: the attempt of the author to solve the 
problems of existence by philosophy, and the failure of 
the attempt. The result tlms far is negative. But there 
is a third main element in the purpose, and it is a positive 
element. To the author the great certainty in all the un-
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certainties that he sets forth is God. It has already ap
peared that the reason for the failure of philosophy is 
because the knowledge of God is too great for it. The 
knowledge of God and His plans does not appear through 
philosophy. Nevertheless, in some way, God can' be 
known. The book presents this as the supreme duty, fear 
God. This appears in 3 :14, where it is said of God's ac
tivity, especially that which is too deep for human appre
hension. "And God hath done it. that men should fear 
before him." In 5:7 is given the command, "but fear 
thou God." In 7 :18 the conclusion in reference to the 
dangers that surround men is "He that feareth God shall 
come forth from them all." In 8 :12, 13 the matter is 
summed up in its two phases in the statement, "Though 
a sinner do evil a hundred times, and prolong his days, 
yet surely I know that it shall be well with them that fear 
God, that fear before him: but it shall not be·well with 
the wicked, neither shall he prolong his days, which are 
as a shadow; because he feal'eth not before God." Simi
lar is the thought of 12 :1, "Remember also thy Creator 
in the days of thy youth. " 12 :13, which many have con
sidered a later addition, is in hannony with the verses al
ready mentioned and their culmination, "This is the end 
of the matter; all hath been heard: fear God, and keep 
his commandments; for this is the whole duty of man. " 

This third point is not a conclusion of philosophy, it 
is apart from philosophy. Yet it is really the answer to 
the question with which the author starts, what is good, 
what is worth while; the answer is, the life that is worth 
while is the one characterized by acquaintance with God. 
Philosophy by its failure prepares the way for this, but 
this is in the realm of religion, not philosophy. How one 
gains a knowledge of God is not stated, but that is as
sumed" as familiar, from the Hebrew faith. 

" These three principal thoughts of the book are not pre
sented consecutively, but that is a part of the general lack 
of orderly arrangement in the book, for which no ade-
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quate explanation has been given. The third point, more 
especially, appears here and there throughout the book. 

On this view of the book, the author has in mind the 
conflict between Hellenism and Judaism. To him Hellen
ism appears as Greek philosophy. To him the failure of 
philosophy is the failure of Hellenism, while Judaism ap
pears triumphant in his assertion of the supreme duty to 
fear God. 

The time of the book, then, is probably as close as may 
be to the Maccabean period. There is no allusion to the 
Maccabean period itself. Hence the time is before the be
ginning of the persecution in 168 B. C. But it was prob
ably soon before that time, because then Hellenism had 
great power in Palestine. 


