《Whedon’s Commentary on the Bible - Ecclesiastes》(Daniel Whedon)
Commentator

Daniel Whedon was born in 1808 in Onondaga, N.Y. Dr. Whedon was well qualified as a commentator. He was professor of Ancient Languages in Wesleyan University, studied law and had some years of pastoral experience. He was editor of the Methodist Quarterly Review for more than twenty years. Besides many articles for religious papers he was also the author of the well-known and important work, Freedom of the Will. Dr. Whedon was noted for his incisive, vigorous style, both as preacher and writer. He died at Atlantic Highlands, N.J., June 8, 1885.

Whedon was a pivotal figure in the struggle between Calvinism and Arminianism in the nineteenth-centry America. As a result of his efforts, some historians have concluded that he was responsible for a new doctrine of man that was more dependent upon philosophical principles than scripture.

01 Chapter 1 

Verse 1 

1. Words of the Preacher — The title of the book is already discussed in the Introduction. The writer here announced, whether a real or an assumed personage, challenges the highest reverence, as being fully competent to his proposed task. There is no nobler name in sacred literature.



Verse 2 

2. Vanity of vanities — This utterance, like a prelude, gives the solemn keynote of the book. As we proceed, we shall see that it means, not that the works of God or the callings of men are unreal and delusive, but that the struggle to satisfy the heart in worldly things is vain. By repetition the writer makes his thought conspicuous and impressive, like a proposition in science which he goes on to prove.



Verse 3 

3. What profit hath a man — The matter to be investigated is now plainly stated. The question is in Hebrew rhetoric a favourite substitute for the negative — “a man hath no profit” in the “toil which he toileth;” (emphatic, like “with desire have I desired.”) 

Under the sun — Found in this book only of the Bible, and here some twenty-five times; is a lively equivalent to “on the earth.”



Verse 4 

4. A view is now given of the race whom the inquiry concerns, and of the visible forms of nature — the solemn decorations of their dwelling — the self-renewing sun, wind, and streams. 

One generation passeth away — The oldest Greek poet compares the growths of men to successions of forest leaves. Koheleth suggests, with more than Homeric vigor, that he is to investigate where all, even man, is whirling, and only the dull earth permanent. Man, to his eye, is toiling, strutting, fretting, vanishing, while the stage on which he appears abides, and is ever filled with new actors.



Verse 5 

5. The sun also ariseth — Not only giving light to man, but, unwearied, never dwindling, it shows as if even superior to him. 

Hasteth — Hebrew, panteth, as if ambitious to rise “another and the same,” and —

“With new spangled eye, 
Flame in the forehead of the morning sky.”


Verse 6 

6. The wind goeth — It is as if the tireless winds were in sympathy with changeful man, and were a fitting companion for him. “O, remember that, my life is wind,” groaned Job, as he thought of its rapid changes and its early vanishing. 

Returneth… to his circuits — The permanency of the courses of certain winds — perhaps of the Etesian winds of the Eastern Mediterranean — seems familiar to the writer, though its cause had not been investigated.



Verse 7 

7. All the rivers run into the sea — None of the ancients understood the system of evaporation, how the sun lifts daily from the sea millions of tons of water, which, carried by clouds, (and even by the blue air,) is returned as rain and snow to the sources of the rivers. They supposed that the rivers returned from the sea by secret, subterranean routes. All their views of nature were childlike, yet in their simplicity they were near to nature’s God.



Verse 8 

8. This verse refers to these phenomena of nature. 

Things — Hebrew, words. In several ancient languages “word” has a secondary meaning — thing, affair. But here the primary meaning is better — “All words are ineffectual” to tell the contrast between ever renewing nature and frail, transient man. Countless things addressed to the eye or ear illustrate it. The generations of man “haste stormfully” across the scene and return no more. But in every department of inanimate nature there is renewal. The sun returns to the East, and rejoices as a strong man to run its race; the wind comes freshly to its course; the water is renewed in the river channels.



Verse 9 

9. The theme is still of the processes of nature. 

Shall be — “Shall be done.” The Hebrew, employing here its continuous tense, is, “continues to be,” “continues to be done.” The same sun and wind and stream —

“The world’s unwithering countenance,
Is fresh as on creation’s day.”


Verse 10 

10. This idea is now carried to less frequent phenomena, as eclipses, earthquakes, etc. 

Is there any thing — Hebrew, be there any thing; this is not a question but a supposition, “if there be any thing.” Geologists are of opinion that most, if not all, of the processes of nature now observed, have in previous periods taken place, though perhaps with far greater energy than now. Such is the permanence of the constitution and course of nature!



Verse 11 

11. Former things — But mark the contrast with mankind! Hebrew grammar requires that the word supplied should be men, not things, “former” being masculine. “Former men” are utterly gone. Earth has lost their pattern forever. So, future men will be forgotten by those who in their turn will follow them. This preliminary gives us the view which prompted Koheleth to inquire whether, in this short and unreturning life, there is any good for man, who is but a shadow, and if there be any good for him, what can it be? He commences his researches, assuming the resources of the greatest of kings. So often and profoundly seems Koheleth to have reflected on the character and career of Solomon that the personation sits easily upon him. It was said of a great actor that he, for the time, was Othello. So Koheleth assumes with perfect naturalness the part of the great monarch. It will be seen that he gradually discards it, and at last appears in his own character.



Verse 12 

12. I the Preacher was king — All scholars agree that was implies am not now, and to fit this word to the historic Solomon many an ingenious fiction has been devised. The Chaldee exposition says, that he was dethroned by Ashmodai, king of the demons. Others think that he wrote in old age, and here referred to his previous lifetime. But in Hebrew, the “was” is emphatic, and no man would use it in speaking of what still continued, and in speaking also to his contemporaries. [But, says Bullock, (Speaker’s Commentary): “This tense does not imply that Solomon had ceased to be king when the word was written. ‘The preterite is frequently used in describing a past which reaches forward into the present.’” — Hengstenberg.] 13. I gave my heart — The heart is often used to express the sum of thought and feeling, and this phrase is equal to, “I devoted myself wholly.” Seek and search out are intensive of each other, and mean “seek diligently.” 

By wisdom — Hebrew, into wisdom. which here means a philosophical view — just, acute, and comprehensive. A complete expression for the guidance of life. 

Sore travail — Plainer, sad task; that of wide observation of human conduct and fortune. One sees much that is painful to see, and one’s inferences must be so often gloomy! Koheleth sets himself to the task as moved by a call from God. Not all “children of men” have taste or faculty for philosophic research. He alludes to himself as belonging to a class to whom this special work is assigned. He feels his calling to be real though peculiar.



Verse 14 

14. I have seen — Meaning, “I have looked at, or considered.” The author is conscious of having done his work. 

Behold, all is vanity — Koheleth states the result before he gives us the process by which he reached it. The phrase vexation of spirit is strangely inaccurate. It should be, a grasping after wind. So it is properly rendered in Hosea 12:1, “feedeth on wind.”



Verse 15 

15. That which is crooked — This refers to the discouraged state of the writer’s mind. It should be translated, That which is bowed cannot be set up. The effort at a philosophical view was vain, for it yielded no relief to his depression previously stated. 

That which is wanting — Most versions refer this to persons. “He who is gone, cannot be numbered,” and it is as a reason for what is just stated. The appalling and irremediable nature of death is the one thing that spoils all the comfort which philosophy might yield.



Verse 16 

16. After his first failure Koheleth computes his resources for a new effort. 

Communed — That is, “conversed.” The entire phrase, I am come to great estate, and have gotten more wisdom, is in Hebrew, I made great and increased in wisdom, that is, “I gained a very great amount of wisdom.” It has been remarked above that Koheleth refers here to a long succession of kings at Jerusalem, which the real Solomon could not have done. [Nothing, however, is said about kings. The all means all preceding thoughtful men, or sages.] 17. I gave… to know — Here is stated how this wisdom and knowledge had been gained. Hebrew, Indeed I had given my heart to know wisdom and knowledge, though this devotion to wisdom, etc., is a grasping at wind.



Verse 18 

18. Much… grief — The philosopher finds disappointment in his philosophy, and the most successful student has painful reactions of mind and body. Never more than at this day, when many sceptical, if not atheistical, minds are giving intense study to science, was the word of Koheleth more true, so little satisfaction of heart do they find in their attainments. The depression and the longings of the soul finding thus no relief in wisdom and knowledge, Koheleth resorts to another experiment.

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 1 

1. In mine heart — Better, To my heart. 
Go to — Rather, Come now. 
Therefore enjoy — Hebrew, and thou shalt see. In ancient language, “to see” is used in a wider range of meanings — as that of “to experience.” Koheleth at the beginning states the result of this experiment also.



Verse 2 

2. I said of laughter — More literally, To mirth I said, Thou art mad, (foolish,) and to pleasure, what doth she accomplish, or amount to?



Verse 3 

3. Yet acquainting — Hebrew, My mind still guiding with wisdom. The sense seems to be, that not rashly or impulsively, but with reflection and self-counsel, he sought to determine whether real enjoyment could be found in merely sensual pleasures. 

To lay hold on — Hebrew, to enlarge or reinforce. Strengthening by wine, after Koheleth’s idea, is thus stated by an Arabian poet, —

“‘Tis we who steal the sense of wine,
Not wine that robbeth us of wit.”
All the days — Better, The limited days of their lives; necessarily few.



Verse 4 

4. I made me great works — Hebrew, I enlarged my works. Solomon used the resources of the kingdom in magnificent enterprises. His own palace stood on a neighbouring hilltop to the temple. He built, also, for his Egyptian wife, a palace, called 1 Kings 7:2, “The house of the forest of Lebanon.” His vineyard at Baal-hamon is mentioned in Song of Solomon 8:11. He probably had others, also, as for instance at Engedi: Sol. Song of Solomon 1:14.



Verse 5 

5. Orchards — Hebrew, paradises. Paradise is a Sanscrit word for “enclosure,” but, as borrowed into other languages, means, “park,” “pleasure grounds.” See note on Luke 23:42.



Verse 6 

6. Pools of water — The making of cisterns and fixtures for watering gardens is in the dry East indispensable. For such purpose, in part, the now famous Pools of Solomon, south of Bethlehem, may have been constructed. The same occurs in our Colorado. A well-watered Eastern garden, enlivened by playing fountains and birds “that sing among the branches,” is a most charming object. 

The wood — Better, groves, in which the trees were grown.



Verse 7 

7. Solomon had need of a vast amount of labour. 

Got me servants — Hebrew, bought. He who studies the laws of Moses will see that such provision was made for servants that their condition was not one of slavery in its more objectionable sense. In fact, there is no Hebrew word for slave. The Hebrew bondman lost no right but that of the recompense of his own labour. If he was maimed by his master he became free. If he was killed by him, his master was slain by the sword. Greek, Roman, and American slavery was very different from this. The slave was, also, taught in the law; could not be delivered up if he ran away; could marry a daughter of his master; and a maidservant could be the lawful wife of her master or her master’s son. Servants, then, either purchased or born on the place, were not what we call slaves. 

Great and small cattle — Hebrew, oxen and sheep. See the sacrifices at the dedication of the temple. 1 Kings 8:63. Above all that were… before me — See remarks on Ecclesiastes 1:16.



Verse 8 

8. Gathered… silver and gold — Solomon’s income, in gold, from trade, was over $3,300,000, besides all other revenue. He made silver like stones for abundance in Jerusalem. 1 Kings 10:27, and elsewhere. Gold and silver are the peculiar treasure which kings derive from provinces, as distinct from land, cattle, etc., the usual wealth of subjects. The delights of the sons of men, is explained as consisting in all sorts of musical instruments, doubtless including the revelries with which their strains were accompanied. A few commentators translate “musical instruments” as woman and women, that is, as mistress and mistresses, making the words designate Solomon’s wives and concubines; others render the words cupbearers. Neither of these translations appears justifiable. See Lange.



Verse 9 

9. So I was great — The result of all these efforts, his wisdom standing by to guide him, was the unrivalled greatness of the “Grand Monarch.” He developed every resource of his kingdom, and by alliances and commerce enhanced his wealth.



Verse 10 

10. Mine eyes desired — This experiment, so broad and full, was not the reckless conduct of a debauchee, but there was method and discretion in it. 

My heart rejoiced — Hebrew, (an unusual form.) was in the way to get joy from all my labour. 
And this was — Hebrew, and this would be.


Verse 11 

11. Then I looked — Hebrew, Then I turned. The result is, that not one or all of these gathered delights quieted the craving of the mind or gave lasting happiness. All was vanity and a grasping at wind, and there was no gain from them at all.

Now follows a comparison of wisdom and folly, as Koheleth tried them. Wisdom has the advantage in value, but not so very much, for neither can exempt a man from the common lot of suffering and sorrow.



Verse 12 

12. Koheleth turns to take a comparative view of wisdom, and madness, and folly, arguing that a king, especially of all men, has the means of making a conclusive experiment. 

The man — Who is a mere subject, and not possessed of royal advantages. All the resources of the realm were at Solomon’s command, and he used them in the acquirement of wisdom. 

After the king — Attempting to make the same experiment over again. 

Hath been done already — He attains to only a stale and feeble repetition of an “already” conclusive experience.



Verse 13 

13. Wisdom excelleth folly — The verdict follows the comparison. While culture and study cannot bring abiding good, or freedom from sorrow, yet they yield a noble and delightful joy as compared with the indulgences of passions which we share with the brutes. 

Light excelleth darkness — Wisdom is here compared to the genial light of the morning, and folly to the heavy night that hangs dark and blinding upon one’s way and upon one’s eyes. Of course, the “light excelleth.”



Verse 14 

14. The wise man’s eyes are in his head — The Hebrew is more forcible: As for the wise man, his eyes, etc. The “wise man’s eyes” are where they belong, and can be used to some purpose. The reference is to the eyes of the understanding, the inward organ of spiritual knowledge. 

Darkness — Better, blindness, as contrasted with the seeing eyes just named. 

I myself — This declaration is of marked emphasis. 

One event — The “event” here mentioned is evidently death, so often in the writer’s mind.



Verse 15 

15. As it happeneth — The “it” before the “happeneth” refers to fate. 

To me — The Hebrew is very emphatic. 

Why was I… more wise — Better, Why am I then wise in any profit? The wise man feels more keenly than the fool, the griefs and disappointments of life.



Verse 16 

16. Seeing that which… forgotten — Rather, Since both will be forgotten in coming days, as [has been the case] long ago. Very many wise and fools have lain down in oblivion, and so it will ever be. How, etc., is in Hebrew an exclamation of grief, equal to Alas, that the wise man dieth as the fool! In the original there is here no question.



Verse 17 

17. The work… wrought… is grievous — Because most men are in pursuit of wisdom or pleasure, the best deeming the former, the worst deeming the latter, the real good, and both are disappointed. Koheleth judges the experience of other men from his own.



Verse 18 

18. Hated all my labour — He not only gets no satisfaction from his works, but he must leave all to a stranger, a thought which makes all look odious to him. 

The man that shall be after me — Solomon speaks as if he knew well his son Rehoboam, who was perhaps impatient to get upon the throne, where he made such disastrous work.



Verse 19 

19. Who knoweth — The language of one evidently ignorant as to what the character of his heir will be — a wise man or a fool. 

Yet shall he have rule — Even in States where laws of inheritance are reliable, men still contemplate with anxiety the fate of their properties in the hands of their heirs. Except in cases of entailment, grandsons are not sure of estates.



Verse 20 

20. Cause my heart to despair — From anxiety Koheleth turns to “despair.” To feel toward the close of life that one’s enterprises and accumulations have been in vain, is a dark and gloomy feeling. Koheleth repeats the sentiments of the previous verses with a deeper sorrow.



Verse 21 

21. There is a man — The “man” who has had his labour as stated, is Koheleth himself. 

To a man that hath not laboured — If he had had children they would have worked with him to build up the family estate, but it must go to one who has given no aid or sympathy to the work of gathering it. There is a certain beauty in a family co-working to build an estate, like that of the Rothschilds.



Verse 22 

22. What hath man — That is, man has nothing — nothing solid and abiding — when the accumulations of a working life pass from his name and lineage.



Verse 23 

23. His days… sorrows — Better, All his days his business is anxious and vexing: and often fails, both in its prosecution and results, to yield the satisfaction and comfort he had expected. Surely, this is also vanity.



Verse 24 

24. Nothing better — We now have the inference drawn from the investigations here recorded, as a conclusion to the first section of the book. The best way, seeing that neither wisdom nor pleasure can appease the craving soul, is to mingle moderate and cheerful self-indulgence with the reasonable business of life, pushing neither study nor pleasure to excess, but acknowledging the good hand of God as balancing the gifts it confers.



Verse 25 

25. More than I — Better, Except myself. “The husbandman that laboureth must be first partaker of the fruits,” and Koheleth has the first right to the good which he gathers. The feast of firstfruits and the joy of harvest were gladsome occasions with the Jews.



Verse 26 

26. God giveth — A final comparison to the advantage of obedience to God, is now drawn. No solid, satisfying good is obtained from worldly pursuits, as thus far tried. But Koheleth affirms from his experience that God gives to the obedient much gratification as they pass through life, and the sinner seems often as a servant working for the happiness of better men than himself. Yet even this — the experience of a brief and transient life — cannot satisfy the craving of a human soul.

Leaving now the experiments of wisdom and pleasure, which are so entwined with each other by comparison and contrast that we have to treat them as one, Koheleth proceeds to investigate concerning industry, or, as we would be more likely to say, business, to see what it can do to relieve a dejected mind.

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 1 

1. To every thing — Better, To every enterprise, or undertaking. 
Season… time — Denoting a fixed time, an appointed season. The Great Ordainer has balanced human affairs by setting one thing over against another, and writing this law of changefulness upon the animal and vegetable kingdoms, upon the processes of inanimate nature, and upon the instincts and judgments of mankind.



Verse 2 

2. A time to be born… to die — The hour of our birth is set independently of us; that of our death is reached with more complication, and our will is an element to some degree in the case; but the uniform teaching of the Old Testament is, that there is an appointed time to man upon earth, and that he accomplishes, as a hireling, his day. So in the vegetable world. A vegetable must be planted, it matures, and must then be gathered.



Verse 3 

3. A time to heal — Literally, to save. These verses give opposites, and the opposite of to kill is to save, that is, to save life. The doctrine is, that the loss of life or its preservation, however accidental or otherwise it may seem, is really from the ongoing of fixed law. To this solution — the sovereign control of God — must all deaths and deliverances come at last. 

Break down… build up — The vicissitudes of war illustrate this part of the verse. Fortresses are built as a defence, and then destroyed to prevent their sheltering an enemy into whose hands they are likely to fall.



Verse 4 

4. Weep… laugh… mourn — The human heart must vent its emotions, and they must have appropriate expression. Tears are no more virtuous than laughter. The moral quality lies further back than the mere expression. Life is full of both. “Man, thou pendulum between a smile and tear!” To dance should be to rejoice, which is the exact opposite of to mourn. The Hebrew to dance is clearly used from its rhyming or mating the word to mourn. But even “to dance” expresses joyousness.



Verse 5 

5. To cast away… gather — As when one is led to change his purpose of building, or of rendering land worthless to an enemy by covering it with stones. To embrace can refer only to the conjugal act. Even when guarded by the solemnity of a lifelong covenant, it may at times be unkind, imprudent, and immoral.



Verse 6 

6. To keep… to cast away — The reference in this verse is to the change of our tastes and likings, by which we come to reject what once we sought, either carelessly losing it, or intentionally throwing it away. Koheleth regards this as not coming from mere fancy, but from law.



Verse 7 

7. To rend… to sew… keep silence… speak — The rending of garments and sitting down in silence is token of great sorrow; the repairing of them and the recommencing of conversation is evidence of the relief of sorrow. These are thus properly grouped in one verse.



Verse 8 

8. To love… to hate — Even the movements of human passion are recognised as subject to the inevitable order. Men now “love” and now “hate” each other. 

War… peace — Nations are now at “war,” and again in “peace.” The writer does not commit himself to the approval of any of the things here named. He simply takes twenty-eight illustrations from common life to show how the course of the world goes, and urges that this course is irresistible.



Verse 9 

9. What profit — Sometimes a question is a method of declaring the opposite. Thus, he who laboureth hath no advantage, that is, no abiding advantage; for what he gains must be lost in the inevitable course of events.



Verse 10 

10. I have seen the travail — This verse is preliminary to the next. Koheleth states his qualification to form the judgment there given. He has carefully scanned the various employments of men, the “travail “or business which it has pleased God to assign to each for his earthly occupation.



Verse 11 

11. Made every thing beautiful — Koheleth’s inference as to God’s scheme for man warms into poetic beauty. Every item of it is “beautiful” in its intended place and order. The word rendered world is the only Hebrew word for unmeasured time, that is, eternity. Many various views have been given on this word. Some excellent scholars have thought it should have been a word now found in the Arabic, elem, meaning intelligence, instead of ‘holam. But the simplest is here the best. God has not only ordered this “world” well, but has put into man’s heart a sense and apprehension of what is beyond life and time. 

So that — These words should be, but that. The English has no word conveying the idea of exclusiveness so peculiarly as the Hebrew here used; yet “but that” comes nearest. The idea is, that the harmony of the divine arrangements for man, and his relation to the unmeasured future, would be plain and practicable but that man does not take into account and study the whole plan of God from beginning to… end.



Verse 12 

12. I know — Hebrew, I came to know. Koheleth continues to state the result of his inspection. In them should be for “them,” as occurs in other places in this book; that is, for the children of men. To do good, here, is not to do right, or to be beneficent, but to do well to one’s self.


Verse 13 

13. Eat and drink — Nearly a repetition of the previous verse. Every form of present enjoyment is from the hand of God.



Verse 14 

14. It shall be for ever — The order of nature and the scope of human life and destiny are alluded to as remaining uniform to the latest generation of men. The wants and woes, the pangs and passions, the joy and gladness, of our race are uniform. This uniformity becomes sublime and impressive when contrasted with the temporary and changeful arrangements of men. “Thou art the same.” “Thou changest not.”



Verse 15 

15. Hath been is — Illustrative of this uniformity. A better rendering is, What has been was long ago — was a repetition of something still earlier — and what shall be was, also, long ago. Requireth, also, might be more plainly rendered recalleth.


Verse 16 

16. The conclusion which has already been reached by a consideration of the inability of man to change the inevitable course of even the smallest events of human life, is confirmed by another observation. Man’s efforts to gain lasting good are thwarted by the injustice of those who should be the guardians of society. 

The place of judgment does not mean a court or tribunal, but is merely equivalent to instead of “judgment.” So in the second clause, instead of “righteousness.” 

Moreover, indicates this to be a separate and additional suggestion.



Verse 17 

17. God shall judge — The thought of a final judgment is here introduced, not so much as a matter of calm belief, as the grasping of a discouraged and despairing heart snatching at what comfort the instinct of a final adjudication and settlement may give. The word there, after time, must be understood as accompanied with a gesture skyward and forward; for the allusion must be to the future general judgment.



Verse 18 

18. The fact that this verse begins like the preceding indicates that it introduces an additional and independent thought. Yet or also might be inserted to make it plainer. 

That God might manifest — Better, That God has made them conspicuous, even that they might see that they are like beasts. As if a beast were unconscious that he is a beast, but man, by his superior intellect, is made to see and feel this concerning himself.



Verse 19 

19. That which befalleth… men befalleth beasts — Hebrew, very forcibly, Man is a chance, and a beast is a chance, and the same chance is upon them both. Both have a perishable body and a flickering breath. The identity of man and beast in their slender hold upon life, and the irreparable nature of their death, is here very strongly put.



Verse 20 

20. All are of the dust — “Dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.” The perishing and dissolution of the bodies of men and beasts are visibly similar. There can be no doubt about that. And how of the spirit?


Verse 21 

21. Who knoweth, etc. — Let us bear in mind that this is the language of a distressed man, who certainly finds no comfort in what his eyes can see. Shall consolation be found in the invisible? This verse is of the nature of a challenge. Who can show that the spirit of man takes after death any course different from that taken by the spirit of a beast? Or, if we render it, as Hebrew questions are often rendered, by the opposite declaration, “No man knoweth,” etc., we need not be alarmed. At this stage of the inquiry, the affirmation of a future life would be out of place. We shall by and by see it in its place.



Verse 22 

22. Wherefore — Seeing, then, that man’s hold is only upon the present, and no one can reveal to him the future, what is left but to enjoy the present, getting from it all the good which it can yield? The point of view now reached is certainly very gloomy and discouraging. It is not, be it remembered, the conclusion of the whole matter. The writer is now not far from the state of mind in which Hamlet utters his sad and beautiful soliloquy: — he discusses “the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to,” “the law’s delay,” “to grunt and sweat under a weary life,” with no comfort from any thing after death, that “undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns;” — only that Koheleth, instead of being goaded to desperation, takes the wiser counsel of courageous endurance, and cheerful enjoyment of what good so sad a state may yet contain.

04 Chapter 4 
Verse 1 

1. The writer now looks upon the suffering which arises from “man’s inhumanity to man.” The royal writer, if such he be, does not confine his survey of the oppressions practiced by men to his own kingdom alone. He surveys all the oppressions under the sun, whether in his own kingdom, in neighboring nations, or in universal history. He states not merely what he saw but what he considered. I returned, and considered, is equivalent to, again I saw, implying merely a new line or object of observation. In the Hebrew the same word occurs twice. Our version renders it, oppressions and oppressed. Better, oppressed, each time: all the oppressed who are made such under the sun; the latter part serving to hold the attention longer. The down-trodden classes, like the French peasantry until the Revolution, the English agricultural labourers, the former American slaves, and very many other examples, illustrate this observation.



Verse 2 

2. I praised the dead — The style of this verse shows that the writer was an eyewitness of much that he names, and felt a most lively emotion in view of it. “There the wicked cease from troubling; and there the weary be at rest.” Job 3:17.



Verse 3 

3. Better… not yet been — The dead have suffered; the living now suffer. The abortion that perishes unborn, as infants which never saw light, escapes all suffering. “They have slept, they have been at rest.” Very wretched must he be to whom cold and dark non-existence seems better than the warm experiences of life and action. Yet it has many times been expressed, if not felt.

“Not to be born, never to see the sun, 
No worldly blessing is a greater one.”— Theognis.


Verse 4 

4. A man is envied — Jealousy is here a more fitting term than envy, for envy relates to what is now in possession, jealousy to what is now in process of acquirement. But the remark here is of activity and skill now at work, so that jealousy is the true word. Assuming, as Koheleth does in this discussion, from Ecclesiastes 3:22, that there is no future life, he is prepared to suggest that jealousy of one another is the main cause of men’s efforts in life. The margin gives here the true sense, or at least the better, This springs from a man’s jealousy towards his neighbour.


Verse 5 

5. The fool… eateth his own flesh — The activity of the jealous is here contrasted with the quiet of the stupid, to the advantage of the latter: The stupid foldeth his hands, yet hath meat to eat. This can be said of him, that he enjoys the common blessings of life with small care or anxiety. Fool as he is, he shows something of philosophic calm and content.



Verse 6 

6. Better is a handful, etc. — This verse confirms what has been said to the credit of the lazy man, and really assigns a reason for the statement of Ecclesiastes 4:5. It would be better to use of in place of “with,” and Hebrew usage would demand it — “handful of quietness,” “both the hands full of travail.”



Verse 7 

7. I returned, and I saw — That is, again I saw. A case of avarice is now considered; a man giving up all enjoyment of the present, and struggling against the inevitable order of affairs, under the desire of accumulating money — “accursed hunger for gold.”



Verse 8 

8. One… not a second — Neither saith he, is not found in the Hebrew, but is inserted to guide to the sense. Yet it is livelier rhetoric to add nothing, but to take the simple personification of the original. 

For whom do I labour — In this verse Koheleth for the moment puts himself in the place of the lonely miser. This man, so solitary, struggles to amass riches for the mere love of possessing them. “If I were in his place, for whom should I be doing all this?”



Verse 9 

9. Better than one — That is, happier. If the avaricious man would ally himself to a friend, his enjoyment would be increased.



Verse 10 

10. For if they fall — Better, “For if one fall.” The illustration is drawn from travelling, but it may be applied to any of the numerous mishaps of life. “God never made an independent man.” Each depends on another.



Verse 11 

11. How can one be warm — The ordinary people of Palestine to this time, as did all the ancients, lie down at night in the usual clothing of the day. The country has hot days and cold nights, and a traveller is annoyed at the complaints of his men arising from insufficient protection. The frost consumes them by night, and they crowd together for warmth. The houses formerly had open lattice instead of glass windows, so that the cold night air was felt within, and the sleepers on mats and carpets suffered from the chill. There is no allusion here to husband and wife. Night-dresses, distinct from the clothing worn by day, were first introduced by the French, and in quite modern times.



Verse 12 

12. And if one prevail — “One” is here the object of the verb, and it should read, “If an assailant prevail against one man, two can resist him.” A threefold cord is a lively emblem of a close alliance. That “union is strength,” is the theme of many a fable and proverb. To this day travellers in the East are too much exposed to marauders to allow of journeying singly. This discourse on friendship reminds one of the manly and tender attachment of David and Jonathan.



Verse 13 

13. Better is… a wise child — This would be better rendered youth, as the word is often used even of those near manhood. 

An old and foolish king — Age and royalty have always been objects of veneration in the East; but an aged “king” who has been so foolish as to alienate all his counsellors, and come to later years without their support, is here put as inferior to a poor youth who is still teachable.



Verse 14 

14. Out of prison… reign — The possibilities of the “youth” are stated as a reason for the declaration of the preceding verse. He may go from prison to a throne, while a born king, managing foolishly, may become a poor outcast. The bright example of Joseph was ever recurring to Jewish writers. Also, that of Jeroboam the “industrious,” who, after the death of Solomon, returned from exile in Egypt and became king of Israel.



Verse 15 

15. The second child — The word here rendered “second” is, in Ecclesiastes 4:8; Ecclesiastes 4:10, used in the sense of an ally or associate, and so it should be here, for the contrast is between him and the lonely, repulsive king. It means that the youth makes himself a fellow and companion to others, gaining in return their favour. It might be rendered “the popular youth.” In his stead, means in the place of the old king, as his rival. Koheleth marks the effect of his ways upon the living, so different from those of his rival.



Verse 16 

16. Of all that have been before them — Really, Of all before whom he was, that is, whose leader he was. His popularity was boundless. Everybody seemed to follow him. 

Also — Better, yet. They who come after him may find that a brilliant reign has been really disastrous to the land. Or, it may be that his beneficent career was brief, and followed by some one who so spoiled all, that it left no more lasting impression —

“Than smoke in air, or on the water, foam.”
Therefore, this career of this man, however successful, was also vanity and a grasping after wind.
05 Chapter 5 

Verse 1 

1. Keep thy foot — Behaviour is in the Bible frequently presented under the figure of walking and running. Keeping the feet implies caution in deportment, as opposed to a bold recklessness. 

Ready to hear — The remainder of this verse is difficult of translation. The rendering severely demanded by the Hebrew is, To obey is nearer — as a way to God’s favour — than to offer the sacrifice of the perverse, for they [who obey] have no consciousness of doing evil. In this construction some of the best scholars agree; and while it is the most careful translation, it is clear in its significance. Samuel said to Saul, “Obedience is better than sacrifice, and to hearken, than the fat of rams.”



Verse 2 

2. The Hebrew expositors preferred that chapter v should begin with this verse, regarding the previous verse as an admonition better fitted to close chap. 4. Really, the natural division is the one given in our English version. 

Be not rash with thy mouth — This serious and beautiful admonition relates to prayer, as that of the first verse relates to sacrifice. Gravity and sobriety, both of language and thought, are most fitting in our address to God.

“While Thee I seek, protecting Power,
Be my vain wishes stilled.”


Verse 3 

3. A dream cometh — When the mind is crowded with many things the devotions come to have the incoherency of a dream, the thoughts being rambling and disconnected; the whole exercise is thus rendered unprofitable. The is known would be better omitted, as the words are not in the Hebrew. The word “cometh” is naturally supplied. Thus, a fool’s voice — that is, unmeaning talk — cometh by multitude of words. Vain repetitions will ensue, and the worshipper may think himself heard for his much speaking. The preceding verse enforced seriousness and brevity of speech before God, from the consideration of his high majesty: this verse enjoins it because the lack of it confuses and dissipates the mind of the worshipper.



Verse 4 

4. When thou vowest — Vows are promises voluntarily made, not specifically required. They are positive when one promises to do or give something for a religious purpose; they are negative when one promises to abstain from any indulgence or gratification. The vow of the first kind is here spoken of. Under the warming influence of worship at the house of God one might make a vow from which, on cool and private reflection, he would recoil. 

For he hath no pleasure in fools — Better, There is no solid purpose in fools; and the man who wavers in the payment of a vow classifies himself with them.



Verse 5 

5. Better… not vow, than… vow and not pay — Vows once made are as binding as oaths. Many Jews, among other vows, consecrated their hair, leaving it unshorn while some vow was accomplished. From this they were called Nazarites. See Acts 18:18; Acts 21:24. How fearful a thing it is to vow and not to pay, is shown in the case of Ananias and Sapphira. Acts 5.



Verse 6 

6. Suffer not… to sin — Allusion is made to keeping negative vows. A promise to abstain from any kind of meat or drink, if broken, brings sin upon the body; as when the eye is evil the whole body is full of darkness. One is here reminded of the sin of our first parents. 

Neither say thou before the angel — The Jews believed in the existence of vast numbers of angels. Of these, seven were archangels: Michael, the guardian of the Jewish people; Raphael, the angel of health; Gabriel, the messenger; Uriel, Phanuel, Raguel, and Sarakiel. They reckoned twenty-four elders or angels of the privy council, seventy angels of the council, and innumerable inferior ones. Wherever God was, angels attended him. So in his temple an angel watched the altar, and to this one the reference is here made. One is not to take a vow and afterward go back to the altar and claim that it was made by mistake and so not binding. 

Thy voice — Equivalent to thy idle talk. The displeasure of God was on several occasions mentioned in the Old Testament, manifested by destroying the work of the transgressor.



Verse 7 

7. Dreams… many words… vanities — The first part of this verse, as given in our version, that there are “vanities” in dreams, etc., has no meaning. The verse is better understood as telling why worship ever becomes unprofitable, so as to make necessary the preceding admonitions. Putting the words into their simplest construction, by Hebrew usage we have, This comes by many reveries and talkings and vanities. By these, worship is made worthless, and vows come to be rashly uttered. There is beauty and freshness in this turning of Koheleth to the house of God after his weary and disheartening observations on so much of human life as he has now examined. “This was too painful for me, until I went into the sanctuary of God.” There he finds help and consolation, and is strengthened to resume and extend his inquiries. Yet, even here, he maintains his professional character. “Koheleth was a hakim,” a public teacher, and amid the comforts of the sanctuary he still utters admonitions and suggestions concerning true and fitting worship, “seeking out and setting in order” pithy and wholesome sayings. He now enters again upon a series of investigations.



Verse 8 

8. From thoughts of the majesty of God the transition is easy to the authority and government — alas! so often mis-government! — established among men. Solomon well knew that human history has been and would be full of oppression. The tribes of Israel, during the days of the Judges especially, both suffered and inflicted it; and so in the days of his father David. His own royalty was very expensive; his exactions of tribute upon the foreign population in Palestine were severe, (1 Kings 9:20-21,) and even the tribes of Israel after his death declared that his “yoke” was “grievous.” (1 Kings 12:4.) 

Marvel not — As if evil had no check. 

Highest regardeth — Divine retribution rules over all. Verified in his own case; for from oppression his own kingdom was finally divided.



Verse 9 

9. Profit of the earth is for all — It would seem as if Koheleth had adopted the maxim subsequently expressed by Solon, that “A damage to the meanest citizen is a damage to the whole State.” This difficult verse — at least the first part is difficult — should be, The advantage of a country is, that it concerns all. That is, the country is the common concern of all its inhabitants. The king and the tiller of the field are bound together by real interests, and this gives stability and advantage to the institutions of the land. As long as the sense of this unity of interests can be maintained in a land, it is safe and prosperous, and it is the basis of popular government, “for the people and by the people.” When any class is restricted from the enjoyment of the good allowed to other classes, “The land becomes to hastening ills a prey.”



Verse 10 

10. Loveth silver — In several languages “silver” is the general term for money. The first money spoken of in Scripture — coined silver — is called “lambs,” each piece being the value of a lamb. Numa, who first coined money at Rome, made pieces of “silver” equal in value to a sheep, and bearing the figure of a sheep, pecus, whence our word “pecuniary.” 

Not be satisfied — The insatiable nature of avarice is the frequent theme of the moralist in all ages. This “dropsy of the soul” grows ever more thirsty.

“The pale and servile drudge “twixt man and man,” has in itself little value, but it can represent many values, and for that, is desirable. The perpetration of any crime can be procured with money, as some one can always be found who can be hired, and so “the love of money” becomes the root of any evil. The perpetual annoyance of the wealthy man is in the fact that so many, caring little for him, are greedy for his money. Little can he know who, if any, are his true and disinterested friends. Thus, a great estate, if it is to be kept such, demands care and labour that only its owner can perform, while, for himself, he can take but such good of food, clothing, and pleasure as one little body and soul can appropriate. The rest, beyond the gratification of seeing it, is all for others. The inward consciousness of this often makes the rich the more jealous, proud, and peevish.



Verse 12 

12. Sleep of a labouring man — That is, of the husbandman, or farmer. 

Is sweet — Freedom from carking care has often, and even beyond what is true, been imputed to the plain tillers of the soil. Certainly sleep, “chief nourisher at life’s feast,” is induced by their activities in the open air. The amount which they have at risk at any one time is small, and so their anxieties are not intense. Men pressed with heavy cares of trade, finance, and office, look to the quiet of rural life with longing, and make to themselves fictitious conceptions of it, as if the human heart were tamed in fields and cottages. Wealth, with its risks and its opportunities, creates much anxious reckoning, and he must be very weary, or of well-poised temper, who can sleep sweetly when he is aware of great hazards impending over his estate.



Verse 13 

13. Riches kept for the owners, etc. — Better, Wealth kept for its owner to his hurt. Not by its owner, and there is no plural here. The allusion is to riches hoarded by a parent for his heir, the present owner. Much may be said of the doubtful benefit of inherited wealth, but the sore evil here intended is the one mentioned in the immediately following verses.



Verse 14 

14. Those riches perish — It is to be remembered that the heir for whom the keeping is done is now spoken of, and the case is viewed from the standpoint of his fortunes. By the time when he himself becomes a father the wealth hoarded for him is gone, and he — the heir and now the father — has nothing in his hand. By evil travail is meant some ruinous enterprise.



Verse 15 

15. Nothing of his labour — He never recovers his money thus lost, but dies as destitute as infancy, leaving nothing from the wealth of his father for the possession of his children. In a greedy effort to get more he has lost all.



Verse 16 

16. Laboured for the wind — Clearly if he had not, but had been content to lead a quiet life, without the hazards of speculation, even then he would have been obliged to leave all behind at death. Now the case seems harder, coming to that after a restless and unprosperous life.



Verse 17 

17. This latter, too, has had no good of his life. He eateth in darkness — That is, in a miserly way he shuns the cost of society and hospitality. 

And he hath, etc. — Better, And he is disturbed, and sorrow and vexation are his. Money unrighteously gained is little joy to men when old. “The rust of them ‘eateth’ as doth a canker.”



Verse 18 

18. Good… to eat… drink — Reference is here made to the proposition of Ecclesiastes 2:24. Having examined the various phases of business, ending with this last case of a man struggling vainly to recover a lost inheritance, Koheleth restates what he had proposed to prove. A better translation is, Behold, what I have seen is good: (logically sound:) it is comely, etc.


Verse 19 

19. Every man also — In this verse the “also” should be the first word, as this confirms the latter part of Ecclesiastes 2:24, and has a logical connexion with the preceding. This second part, now restated, is, that man’s blessings proceed from God, who intends them to be cheerfully and thankfully enjoyed.



Verse 20 

20. In this verse much agrees with the days of his life. A better placing would be, For he must remember the days of his life are not many in which God gives him power to work for the joy of his heart. The grammar clears up the sense.

06 Chapter 6 

Verse 1 

1. It is common among men — More accurately, It is heavy upon men.


Verse 2 

2. A man to whom God hath given riches — Grammar requires us to supply the word, Behold, or, There is, before “a man.” 

Honour — This word, seeing it follows the sense of to eat, might better be given as in some other passages, abundance. The case is not rare of one successful in making great accumulations, who still, from some dyspeptic weakness of body, or some morbid penurious narrowness of mind, cannot bless his soul by indulgence in his copious stores. All his wealth goes to strangers. The preceding chapter gave us the case of a man who had a son and nothing to give him — this is of one who has riches, but no son and heir. Eastern men, as may be seen in the instance of Abraham, felt it a deep calamity that their estates should go to —

“An unlineal hand, 
No son of [theirs] succeeding.”
Abraham was sad at having no son, though his heir would be his tried and good servant Eliezer. A nice point is made by the terms, (referring to the master,) to eat thereof, that is, using care and prudence, so as to amass, while the stranger eateth it, that is, recklessly uses it up. 

Evil disease is not a bad rendering — an “evil” utterly out of harmony with nature.



Verse 3 

3. The real difficulty of this verse has arisen from a singular reluctance to give its simplest sense to the phrase, he have no burial, which, in Hebrew and English, naturally means, though he live forever. The instance is connected with that of the preceding verse. An unsatisfied soul completely neutralizes, and makes “stale, flat, and unprofitable,” all worldly good, so that even length of possession adds nothing to its enjoyment. An abortion, perishing in embryo, has a better fate.



Verse 4 

4. He cometh in with vanity — The abortion is further described. The “vanity” in which he comes is the disappointment of parental hope. The darkness in which he goes, is the quietness with which the little remains are put away. The darkness upon his name is the blank upon the family record, and the concealment of his existence in the utmost privacy of grief and mortification.



Verse 5 

5. Hath not seen the sun — All analogy suggests that human life begins with the soul, which builds up for itself a body by assimilating the materials furnished in its various conditions. The embryo enters into the rest of souls, where the wicked never trouble it, and its loss of sight and knowledge of the sun is compensated by its escape from earthly ill. Such is the sense of the verse. The sun should follow the word known. 

Rest — In all the Old Testament, “rest” is used in an emphatic and comprehensive sense, as if including all worldly good.



Verse 6 

6. Seen no good — The antithesis of this verse is really after the word “good,” and the question balances all that precedes. Does not his long, joyless life go out in gloom at last, as much as that of the abortion?



Verse 7 

7. The man spoken of in the preceding verse is still the subject, as contrasted with the perished embryo. 

All the labour of man is for his mouth — That is, for present enjoyment. 

Appetite is not filled — Better, Yet his soul is not satisfied.


Verse 8 

8. The familiar question is asked, If this be the case, What hath, etc. — The latter part should be, What hath the poor more than he who knoweth, etc. In the phraseology of the Old Testament “poor” is often synonymous with “humble,” “obscure.” To walk before the living, means, as in chap.

Ecclesiastes 4:16, to have leadership and supremacy. The contrast is between the obscure and him who is able to govern the generation living with him. Thus the verse includes the most opposite classes of men, and therefore all men.



Verse 9 

9. This verse is preliminary to the discussion of the value of common sense in human affairs. 

The sight of the eyes — That is, that which is seen by the eyes, and therefore near at hand. “Our best things are nearest us.” and “Take short views,” are proverbs expressing the wisdom of many. “Let what is out of sight be out of mind.” These sayings would be true enough if only man could be satisfied with the present and visible. But he is not, so the proverbs break down into vanity.



Verse 10 

10. Koheleth reverts to the matter of wealth, as if asking why it affords no satisfaction. Because of the fixed order which the Almighty has established, and against which it is useless for man to struggle. 

That which hath been is named already — Rather, was previously called by name. 
Him that is mightier — That is, the Almighty. “Woe unto him that contendeth with his Maker.”



Verse 11 

11. Seeing, should be merely emphatic, that is, truly. All human concerns tend the same way; the mere affairs, the mere vanities. What advantage, then, can man gain from more or less of them, or, how can he make any selection among them?



Verse 12 

12. All the days — That is, the fixed number of his days. The shadow is a frequent illustration in oriental poetry. Sometimes it adorns some sentiment of shelter and refreshment, as is natural in lands where the sun is hot and trees are few. At others, as here, it enforces the idea of swift passage, as when a cloud is driven by the wind across the face of the sun, and its shadow flies along the field. If man knows not what is good for him in this brief life, how can he know what will be [so] after him? Therefore — such is the sentiment — let us limit our inquiry, and ask what a brief, plain, every-day prudence can do for us.

07 Chapter 7 

Verse 1 

1. Ointment — Better, perfume. Sweet perfumes are always mentioned in Scripture in accordance with the value set on them in the East. The latter part of the verse has a logical connexion with the former. 

The day of death — Rather, And then the day, etc. That is, to him who achieves a good name, the day of his death is a day of victory. Solon, the Athenian lawgiver, said that he counted no man happy until his death. In this view we reckon that —

“The dead alone are great,
For when they die, a morning shower 
Comes down, and makes their memories flower 
With perfume sweet, though late” 


Verse 2 

2. Go to the… mourning — To gain a good name one must cultivate a noble character. First of all is needed a large sympathy with one’s fellow-men. To share their joy in the house of feasting is good, but to share their grief in the house of mourning is better, as a test of friendship, as promotive of deeper feeling and as more instructive concerning our share in the common lot. Jewish mourners sat barefoot and dejected for seven days after their return from the burial, (which took place on the day of decease,) receiving the visits of condolent friends.



Verse 3 

3. Sorrow, simply, does not present the Hebrew as well as sober reflection, that is, the laying to heart, as just mentioned. So, laughter means reckless mirth. Also, sadness of the countenance means a thoughtful aspect, indicative of serious consideration.



Verse 4 

4. This verse is of the nature of an inference from the preceding. The wise do not shun the homes and scenes of sorrow, but take sincere part with them, while the fool loves only jest and mirth.



Verse 5 

5. Better… for a man — The transition is easy from the monitions of death to the counsels of the living. As the term man belongs to both clauses, it might more properly stand in the former. It is better for a man, etc. “Let the righteous smite me,” says the psalmist, “it shall be a kindness” — better than a fool’s music.



Verse 6 

6. Crackling of thorns — The reason why. The usual fuel mentioned in the Old Testament is charcoal, compared with which dry thorn bushes though quicker to kindle, are brief and ineffectual. The Hebrew words for pot and thorns sound queerly together, like the English “noisy nettles under kettles” — imitating a shallow laughter.



Verse 7 

7. Oppression maketh… mad — The matter of reproof is continued. It is shown how one may be overtaken in a fault and need a wise friend’s monition. Under the irritation of bad government — to which Koheleth often alludes — a good man might be rasped into rash doings, or might himself consent to take a bribe to misuse power which might be put into his own hands. The worst evil of misgovernment, as Socrates said, is that it makes good men bad.



Verse 8 

8. End of a thing — Hebrew, word; here meaning the reproof above named. To hear a reproof is trying to flesh and blood, and the voice of the reprover is like that of the first bringer of unwelcome news. Many times has a man lost a friend by reproving him — but sometimes the result of the delicate and difficult task has been the peaceable fruits of reform. Happy is the patient in spirit, who can take a reproof in all candour without irritation and peevishness.



Verse 9 

9. Be not hasty… angry — This exhortation comes as an inference from the foregoing remarks. Even an enemy may tell us some things good for us to know, much more, then, should we welcome the “faithful wounds” — the honest rebukes — of a friend. Only a fool would be angry at wholesome reproof. But how natural it is to be in this more or less foolish!



Verse 10 

10. Former days were better — Common sense teaches us to make the most of the present, and act in the living now. This is one of the weaknesses of aged men, that they depreciate the present time. They forget how much the flavour of life depends on him who drinks it; and in their flush and hopeful youth they relished it better. It is also a happiness of nature, that our glad things live in brass, our sad things we write in water, and looking back we see far more joys than sorrows. Our present troubles we feel keenly, and thus are led to unwisely repine.



Verse 11 

11. Wisdom is good with an inheritance — Meaning, (margin,) equally good with it. The “inheritance” is what former days have done to us. To men in the employments of life, that is, that see the sun, their own wit and sagacity is as good and better than inherited capital. Certainly, capital without brains is useless.



Verse 12 

12. Wisdom… and money… defence — This is a forcible way of saying, “Wisdom is a defence of one kind and money a defence of quite another.” Both united make a strong and safe shelter, but, of the two, wisdom is superior by its giving life to its possessors. An Athenian wished his son educated, so as not to sit upon the stone seat of the public assembly, as being himself but another stone. Life means energy, activity, and intelligence. In wisdom is shelter, and in money is shelter, would be a better rendering.



Verse 13 

13. Consider the work of God — The thought is of comparing the past and present, as in Ecclesiastes 7:10. If there is any special hardship on these times, remember who hath appointed the rod. No man, no secondary power, has changed or can change what He has ordained.



Verse 14 

14. Be joyful… consider — Common sense rebukes grumbling over the present and foreboding over the hereafter. There should be no pause after “consider,” as the remainder of the verse tells us what to consider. That is, make the most of the present prosperity and manage wisely the present adversity, remembering that God has in his wisdom so diversified human affairs that none can tell what the next coming phase may be. Many a sage and poet has warned us not to be anxious respecting the unseen future; and the Great Teacher said, “Take no thought for the morrow.”



Verse 15 

15. All — Should be rendered both, that is, the two cases hereinafter stated. Koheleth had previously called his former life “days of vanity.” This verse is the basis of the two following verses. It gives the experience from which the precepts stated derive their weight. The classes of events here named are never unusual or hard to find.



Verse 16 

16. Be not righteous overmuch — The Hebrew is very deficient in the little words that guide thoughts and make transitions easy, such as, “also,” “therefore,” “moreover,” etc. This verse is rested on the preceding, and should be introduced by then — Be not, then, etc. Remember, this is the language of prudence. Common sense makes no martyrs. They come from a loftier sentiment. It sees little good in self-denial, though much in moderation. It averages things and holds a “golden mean.” Had Koheleth foreseen how this verse was to perplex and scandalize many good men, he would hardly have had courage to write it. But he has spoken faithfully from his standpoint of simple discretion. There is some truth in this precept for all time. In this generation no men have been so popular as Mr. Lincoln, who was broad but moderate in politics, and Mr. Beecher, who is broad but moderate in religion. One need not call them the highest of the day, as statesmen or divines, but they carried the largest masses, and, to a certain degree, for their good.



Verse 17 

17. Over much wicked — A course of desperate wickedness, and especially of bodily vices, consumes prematurely the vigour which would suffice for a long and active life. This verse has never alarmed expounders: yet it is the expect counterpart of its predecessor, and both are reasonable and judicious, according to the present style and stage of the investigation.



Verse 18 

18. The first this refers to the moderate righteousness of Ecclesiastes 7:16; the second, to the moderate wickedness of Ecclesiastes 7:17. A middle course is recommended, that a man may neither be left desolate nor die before his time. 

Shall come forth of them all — Plainer English, and a better translation, would be, shall get on well with both. Common sense suggests, that God will keep a good man from excesses. Let us be patient. At another point (when he shall legitimately reach it) Koheleth will affirm that to keep God’s commandments is all there is of a man, and will say no more of mean and average.



Verse 19 

19. This and the following verses refer to the imperfectness of the examples of great men. 

Wisdom strengtheneth — Living, acting discretion is a better source of strength than the example of many great men who have given honour to the State: for the conditions which surrounded them are not exactly the same as those around us, and we shall also be in danger of reproducing their errors. The next verse tells us why we should not blindly follow even the best examples.



Verse 20 

20. Not a just man — Be it remembered that the discussion here is of practical “wisdom,” not of abstract morality. The question of sin and holiness as before God, and in the domain of the sweet and salutary doctrines of the New Testament, is not here touched at all. We are simply told that prudence indicates that we are not to rely implicitly on, nor follow servilely, even the heroes of our land, for the most accurate man now or ever upon earth makes mistakes, and does sometimes wrong. The case of wilful transgression of the moral law is not at all before the mind of the writer, and our dear hopes and sweet experiences of walking before God and man “when sin is all destroyed,” need suffer no eclipse from this stated infirmity of judgment.



Verse 21 

21. Also — Should be therefore. 
Take no heed unto all words — Seeing that great men are not always wise, do not be very inquisitive to know what is said even about yourself. Some ignorance of this may be some bliss. “No man is a hero to his valet-de-chambre,” and servants see the reverse side of their masters and may possibly tell it.



Verse 22 

22. Cursed — This rendering is rather harsh. Spoken evil is more in harmony with the sentiment. Koheleth’s personal appeal finds us all vulnerable. We have talked freely, and even with relish, of the faults of others. In this there is always something to take as well as something to give.



Verse 23 

23. This have I proved — Simple common sense went thus far in this direction, but here reached its barrier. Koheleth hoped it would lead him further, so as to grasp the mysteries of providence, so often mentioned by him as inscrutable. 

I will be wise — It should be, “I will be” wiser. But in vain. The keenest sagacity cannot by searching find out the ways of the Almighty.



Verse 24 

24. That which is far off — Better, That which was far, was still far. He is conscious of striking the dark border of the unknowable, in whose deep darkness lay that which, of all things, he most wished to know.



Verse 25 

25. I applied mine heart to know — is my heart turned to know? The writer resumes his practical inquiry in a new direction. He searches to know the actual cause of the intense and appaling wickedness of men. And the reason, etc. — Hebrew, to know the reason of wickedness and vice and folly, which is madness. So awful a fact must have some adequate cause, if it can only be found.



Verse 26 

26. The woman — That is, the sex, better without the “the.” I find woman more bitter than death — her heart, etc. The views of woman here given are such as began with Adam, were enjoined by the Jewish rabbies, and prevail in the East to this day. Woman’s emancipation coincides in its date and extent with Christianity, and the Virgin-Mother is the bright morning-star leading an ever-increasing host of faithful women who find joy and freedom in the train of a greater than Solomon. From the days of the gospel the character of woman has opened like a flower, and her past in Christianity has been brave and beautiful and true.

“Not she with traitorous kiss her Master stung, 
Not she denied him with unfaithful tongue; 
She, when apostles fled, could danger brave, 
Last at the cross and earliest at his grave.”
The position of woman is the most false and cruel thing in heathen and Moslem lands, and Moses was, “from the hardness of their hearts,” obliged to leave it but partially mitigated among the Jews. Koheleth here speaks after the best common sense of his time: and we can see that there was need enough of a better dispensation. That he should think of woman as a demon hunting for victims!



Verse 27 

27. This have I found — He shows that his view is the result of sober examination of both sexes, looking for the result by weighing individual instances.



Verse 28 

28. Which yet my soul seeketh, etc. — That is, The investigation is not yet concluded, so that the result may yet be altered. 

One… a thousand — A very beggarly proportion, to say the least, of pure, true, and good men!

It is not strange that where men are so bad, and the best of them thought so ill of women, they were no better. What was to make them better? If, as some have thought, the thousand women reviewed were the three hundred wives and seven hundred concubines of the Solomonic harem, no wonder if the poor things were no better! Mohammed said, that only four good women had ever lived: the wife of Pharaoh, the mother of Jesus, and his own wife and daughter. Koheleth would get better figures today, both absolutely and proportionally.



Verse 29 

29. Man… many inventions — The one abiding and ever-true result of Koheleth’s search is this — that the “inventions,” devices of man’s own heart, are enough to account for all the appalling wickedness of the race. No necessity to sin is framed into our original constitution, or laid upon us by the order of providence.

08 Chapter 8 

Verse 1 

1. Who… the wise — Wisdom makes a man superior to other men. Whatever may be the wise man’s condition, he is by virtue of his character a nobleman in his own right. “My mind to me a kingdom is.” 

His face to shine — An illuminated, intelligent soul modifies the countenance, turning its hard, stolid heaviness to an expression of grace and culture. The type of the Grecian face changed greatly by the refinement of the two centuries before Pericles. If now the wise man is by this conciliatory verse shown to be the crown of his race, he can quietly bear transient, though unjust, inconveniences.



Verse 2 

2. I — Would better be followed by say, therefore. To keep, is imperative — “keep.” 

The oath of God — An allusion to the oath of fealty sometimes sworn by subjects to rulers, as was done by the Jews who settled in Egypt under Ptolemy Lagos. This verse has a logical connexion with the previous one. Use, then, this excellent prudence in your relation to the ruler who has a sworn and vested right to govern you.



Verse 3 

3. Be not hasty, etc. — But if the king be harsh and tyrannical? Then do not hasten to leave his service. 

Stand not in an evil thing — Hebrew, Rise not up for an evil word from him. Revolt is too grave a matter to be rashly undertaken, for power to do as he pleases is part of the definition of kingly power.



Verse 4 

4. Word of a king — The king’s “word,” or royal mandate, conveys his power, and a subject may not resist or demand explanation. Equally so in a republican government. A right-minded citizen will, without resistance, obey the law or accept its penalty, until it is lawfully repealed.



Verse 5 

5. Keepeth the commandment — An obedient subject will seldom be harmed, for even a tyrant needs such subjects. 

Time and judgment —Better, time of judgment. The wise man will reckon that a day of change, and even of retribution, must come.



Verse 6 

6. Therefore — Should be when, as it often implies time. A time of judgment comes when the misery of man becomes intolerable. The Hebrew suggests that the man is the cruel tyrant, and the misery is that which he causes to him, that is, to his subject.



Verse 7 

7. For he knoweth not — The tyrant knoweth not, etc. He cannot see what will come of his own tyranny. The next scene in his drama has often been a dethronement, an exile, an assassination. Many such tyrants went down in ruin about the time of the Captivity; and they are always liable to terminate their fantastic tricks by some other than natural death.



Verse 8 

8. No man… hath power… to retain — The tyrant is still spoken of as liable to all human liabilities. The French peasant takes off his hat in silent reverence when a funeral-train passes, as doing homage to a ruler mightier than king or emperor, to whom, at last, all rulers bow. “Death comes, then farewell king!” Wickedness often means, and it might be plainer here to say, wicked acts, frauds, cunning deceits.



Verse 9 

9. Ruleth… to his… hurt — But such retribution, though sometimes seen, does not always appear. Koheleth admits that in his observations he has seen men sometimes ruling others to their damage: not the damage of the ruler, but of the subject. Own is not found in the Hebrew, and its insertion breaks the sense. For this is the admission of the opposite of what has just been remarked, namely, that retribution comes to tyrants. Here is a case where it does not come.



Verse 10 

10. I saw the wicked buried — The best translation of this difficult verse is the following: Indeed I have seen the buried wicked [ruler] reappear, [in his successor,] and those who did right depart even from the place of the holy, and be forgotten in the city. A more perplexing passage can hardly be found. The tyrant dies in quiet and leaves his power to his heir, while the righteous man, the devout attendant upon the sanctuary, passes away into oblivion. Admitting this lack of visible punishment for a sinful life, we are prepared for the impressive statement of the following verse.



Verse 11 

11. Because sentence, etc. — So the absence of prompt punishment confirms the idea that there will be no punishment, and men become the more reckless. The subject does not stop with this verse, but, as the Hebrew indicates, continues to the middle of the following, and there the sentence should end. The same word begins both verses, and should be rendered alike in both, the latter strengthening the former.



Verse 12 

12. Though — Better, Because. 
A hundred times — The Hebrew says, “A hundred.” We may supply “times” or years. Seeing it is long delay which is spoken of, years is better. Days does not occur in the Hebrew, which says, And to him is an extender; that is, he has a successor. Making here the period, the next clause begins, But I for all that know, etc. Koheleth was not the only one of God’s ancient people who was pained and perplexed at the contrast between what he saw and what he knew. The psalmist had said, “When I sought to understand this, it was too painful for me.” Yet he holds by his faith rather than by his sight.



Verse 13 

13. Prolong his days — The words, as a shadow, should precede “prolong his days.” “His days” shall flee like a “shadow.”



Verse 14 

14. There is a vanity — This verse is a concession, and needs to be introduced by a concessive word, like still, however; rare words in Hebrew. The sufferings due the wicked seem sometimes appointed to the righteous, and the happiness due the righteous falls to the wicked. This unwelcome but stubborn fact seems to make all retribution look like “vanity.”



Verse 15 

15. I commended mirth — Koheleth has now reached the conclusion that, though prudence may regulate a life, it yet cannot affect the ways of providence or adjust the allotments of good and evil among men. So he concludes, as did Plutarch and other sages of old, that nothing remains to a man but to seek the tranquil enjoyment of what comes within his reach, for that is all the good he will have.



Verse 16 

16. I applied mine heart — A summary is now given of the results of all the investigations made up to this time to find the real good by pleasure, wealth-getting, and wealth-using — by business and by prudence. The clause (strangely written as though set in brackets) for also there is, etc., gives the idea of the ceaselessness of the work done upon the earth.



Verse 17 

17. A man cannot find — The sad, weighty conclusion is, that the way and work of God among men is absolutely beyond comprehension. Every effort to compute it is entirely unavailing. Many, many questions may be asked to which God is pleased not to answer, and which man, at his wisest wisdom, cannot. The problem, ever unsolved, stares at him like the sphinx in the desert, “with calm, eternal eyes.”

09 Chapter 9 

Verse 1 

1. For introduces this verse as a reason for the statement which concludes the previous chapter. To declare, means to prove. The righteous and wise cannot discern love or hatred — which of the two will be their next experience. 

By all that is before them — The simple Hebrew is, both are before them: love and hate, good and ill.



Verse 2 

2. All things come alike to all — Hebrew, Both come just so to all; to the good and to all others; that is, come from no possible foresight of any. 

One event — Meaning, the solemn, universal “event” of death; the more solemn because universal and impartial. This absolute impartiality causes the groanful utterance of the following verse; the climax of complaint reaches at last its height.



Verse 3 

3. An evil among all — That is, the greatest, saddest “evil.” 

Also — Better, though. Even the worst — most furious — sinner, comes to simply the same event as the good man. “There are no bands in their death.” And after that, should be, get after it. It might satisfy one’s ideas of justice if there were some marked and reliable difference between the good and the bad; but none can be seen.



Verse 4 

4. For to him that is joined — This is a phrase variously translated. The strictest rendering is, For who is chosen out? that is, Who is exempted? It connects with the previous verse, and then begins the distinct statement, To…
the living… is hope — “Hope springs eternal in the human breast.” 

Living dog… dead lion — The contrast between the dog and the lion is most forcible in the East. The Jews banished dogs from their houses and left them to wander in the streets, especially at night, subsisting on matters of scavenge. Whenever “dog” occurs in Scripture it is a term of contempt. But the “lion,” — the emblem of the royal tribe of Judah — was regarded as the king of beasts.



Verse 5 

5. The living… the dead — The idea is, that though the living know that they must die, yet this very consciousness, acting in other directions, enables them to enjoy some pleasures. “Under the shadow of death they can still be merry.” The dead, sunken in unconsciousness, have no longer any faculty for enjoyment. 

A reward — That is, advantage of any sort. 

The memory of them — Not that they are forgotten, which would be contrary to the grammar of the clause, and to that plain, palpable look of things now under discussion, but that they forget every thing — which is the basis of the statement of the next verse. “After life’s fitful fever,” they lie down in oblivion of all things.



Verse 6 

6. Their envy — Better, their zeal. Love, hatred, and zeal are the chief movers of the human breast, but now they are for ever extinguished.

“The loftiest passions and the least 
Lie sleeping side by side, 
And Love hath reared its staff of rest 
Hard by the grave of Pride.”


Verse 7 

7. Eat… drink — This verse is an inference. If death be such, then life is of the nature of a holiday. Let us rejoice and be glad in it. The sentiment is not exactly Epicurean, (let us eat and drink, for to-morrow we die,) but, “Our living to-day is proof of God’s merciful favour, and that he is pleased, not angry, with us.” Therefore let us enjoy the bread and wine, the good which he gives, with grateful and joyous temper.



Verse 8 

8. Garments… white — White garments, grateful in hot countries, are associated with festivities and triumphs, and are the customary holiday garb. 

Ointment — So, also, perfumes were gladdening and demonstrative of gladness. Although Koheleth is by no means now looking at life from a Christian and religious, but only from a moral and practical, point, yet his counsel coincides with that of the psalmist: “Serve the Lord with gladness;” and with that of the apostle, “Rejoice evermore.” Joyfulness of heart is a religious and Christian precept.



Verse 9 

9. Live joyfully — Assuming the inability of man to secure abiding good, which his researches have now shown, Koheleth enforces the enjoyment of the present in all its varied resources. 

All the days of… thy vanity — Better, All thy transient days. Counsel to a life of pleasure, though no real good be in it, is in perfect harmony with the stage now reached in this wonderful discussion, which fearlessly presents the philosophy of life from every point of view which it assumes. On the theory which seems to have so much solidity, that death is what the Hindoos call “Nirvana” — an absorption into eternal repose — and upon which Koheleth for the nonce is standing, this advice to make the most of the good of the hour is wise and salutary.



Verse 10 

10. With thy might — Should be, While thou art strong. In the grave does not mean in the tomb, but in the general, indefinite region of the dead — the sheol of the Jews, the hades of the Greeks.



Verse 11 

11. Time and chance — Better, Time of chance; that is, misfortune. Some generals, as Julius Caesar, were never vanquished in the field, but came to grief elsewhere. This chapter has thus far considered the case of the like fortune and event of the righteous and the wicked. The same thing is now noted as between the intelligent and the stupid. “When Koheleth was (probably) writing this, Socrates, at Athens, was discoursing in similar strain of this very thing, how the gods reserve to their own control the issues of human doings, so that the ablest general is not sure of victory, etc.”



Verse 12 

12. Man… knoweth not his time — “His time” of danger and trial. The most notable illustration in modern times is that of Napoleon, who, at the height of his fortune, made the invasion of Russia, and, losing the finest army the world had ever seen, began his swift and utter downfall. 

Also — Better, Even. 
His time — Means the “time” of calamity just named. The shrewdest speculator has often made one investment too many. 

Birds — This word, without any qualification, means the sparrow, the most familiar bird of Palestine, just as “the flower” means the lily.



Verse 13 

13. The inability of wisdom to benefit its possessor, as regarded from the personal and egoistic point of view, is illustrated by an instance. 

This wisdom — That is, this display of “wisdom,” I once saw. Under the sun, is emphatic, as meaning, with my own eyes, or in my own lifetime.


Verse 14 

14. Little city… great king — It is not known of what city or of what king this is told. There were nations and cities within the limits of the Persian empire that steadily and successfully defied the king’s power. The case of a city thus hemmed in, so that, in the long run, the choice of fate would be between famine and the sword, would be very desperate.



Verse 15 

15. Poor wise man, etc. — Events like this are not very rare. Cooper’s “Naval History of the United States” relates, that the sailing-master of the flagship in the battle of Plattsburg, (Lake Champlain,) quietly arranged a cable before the action, by which alone it was afterward possible to bring the ship about, so that its remaining broadside could be brought to bear. The opening of this broadside turned the battle both on lake and shore. Yet the modest and skilful hero — though thanked by his commodore — received no public reward or recognition for nearly thirty years, when his widow was granted an ample pension. “Republics,” it is said, “are ungrateful;” rather, often unmindful.



Verse 16 

16. Wisdom is despised — In this instance, favour did not come to the man of skill. One can hardly avoid adding, though it is foreign to Koheleth’s present line of thought, that wisdom is largely its own conscious reward. even while it ministers, and is not ministered to.



Verse 17 

17. An antithesis here begins, the concluding part of which is in the end of the next verse. The insertion of though, here, would give clearness to the thought. “Though the words of wise men,” etc. 

Heard… more — Better, With more satisfaction; that is, they are sometimes so heard. 

Him… that ruleth among fools — Better, A foolish ruler. As was true in the fearful peril above mentioned.



Verse 18 

18. Wisdom… weapons — The antithesis is continued, Though wisdom be better. The anecdote given above illustrates this. The “poor wise man” prevaileth over the army and the bulwarks. 

But — Better, yet. 
One sinner — One fool. Said the French king of his heir and grandson, Francis I., “This great boy will spoil all.” And so he did; and illustrations of the like are sadly frequent. A fool may mar and baffle the wisest plans of the wise.

10 Chapter 10 

Verse 1 

1. Ointment of the apothecary — Better, of the perfumer; that is, perfumed ointment. This is in the form of a proverb, and there is one in the Arabic to the same effect. In sultry climates this result might easily be produced. This verse, strictly translated would read, As for dead flies, one will make perfumed ointment to ferment with a stink. It forcibly illustrates what was said of one fool at the end of the previous chapter. The latter part of the verse is strangely given in the authorized version. By the Hebrew it is simply said, A little folly is heavier than wisdom and honour: applying at once the proverb here given.



Verse 2 

2. The fact that wisdom exempts no man from his destiny, and is sometimes outweighed by folly, does not reduce it to the absolute level of folly. A wise man’s heart, etc. — The intellect of the wise is in its place, and prompt to serve him, while that of the fool is awkward and unavailable. This verse is an assumption after something has been conceded, and might begin, For all that.


Verse 3 

3. The fool is the subject. His wisdom faileth, should be, He lacketh wisdom. He, in the last clause, refers to every one, and the sense would be plainer if that were not inserted: He saith to every one, He is a fool! He thinks all others fools.



Verse 4 

4. Leave not thy place — There is something painful in Koheleth’s repeated counsel of behaviour under oppressive rulers. He must have lived in troublous and tyrannical times. In the absence of an arm of vengeance raised upon the tyrant, meekness and deference will tend to pacify him, and prevent extreme outrages. Stay patiently in thy place, and not rush into fury and revolt.



Verse 5 

5. An evil — Koheleth speaks of this as occurring in his day and before his own eyes, (which could hardly have happened in the just reign of Solomon.) As an error, etc. — That is, such an outrage as only a despot could perpetrate; such as many a caliph, sultan, and emperor has committed.



Verse 6 

6. Folly — That is, the foolish man. 
Great dignity — Hebrew, Many high stations. The Roman emperors and the kings of France, as well as eastern rulers, have promoted worthless favourites to the most important offices, leaving the wise and good in obscurity.



Verse 7 

7. Servants upon horses — More of the same matter. The horse indicates pomp and triumph, as when Mordecai was honoured by Ahasuerus. Riding on horseback through the city, he was announced by the luckless Haman. The tyrant loves to invert the social order, and set servants over their former masters, which was truly vexation of spirit to them.



Verse 8 

8. Diggeth a pit — This is counsel to the aggrieved subject, warning him of the need of great caution, even in reasonable and justifiable resistance to the oppressor. One must be careful in ordinary undertakings; much more, then, in resisting rulers. Hunters still dig pits, and, disguising them artfully, entice with bait the wild beast upon them, when the slight covering gives way, and the animal falls into the pit. This method was more in use before the invention of gunpowder. Even lately a bear-hunter has been killed in his own trap. 

A serpent… bite — Venomous serpents often make their haunts in the walls of houses, and the breaking of the wall provokes their anger. The word hedge should be wall; that is, stone wall.


Verse 9 

9. Whoso removeth stones — This removing of stones is probably to be referred to the tearing down of buildings, etc., which is always attended with some danger. 

Cleaveth wood — Referring not to the simple preparation of wood for fuel, but to the taking down the timbers of a dwelling. The thought running through these connected illustrations is, that as to take down a building is a perilous process, much more to take down and reconstruct a government, in order to be rid of a tyrant, is a dangerous undertaking.



Verse 10 

10. If the iron — Better, the axe. This difficult verse may best be translated, If the axe be blunt, and he (the rebel) do not sharpen it well beforehand, he (the tyrant) will but gain the more strength, (by the rising against him.) Many a page of political history proves this warning true. The failure of a rebellion leaves the tyrant stronger, and also exasperated. The unhappy subject who has much to bear from his injustice still needs to count well the cost of revolt. Still, even after a failure, wisdom is profitable to direct: more literally, to make repair and reconciliation.



Verse 11 

11. The serpent will bite — Hebrews, If the serpent bite for lack of enchantment, the charmer has no advantage from his art. Our version strangely neglects the If. A babbler is the title (see margin) given to professors of the art of rendering serpents harmless by magic words, usually accompanied, indeed, by various manipulations. The idea is, that his art is of no use to him unless he employ it. So with the wisdom of the wise, unless used in repairing the mischief wrought by rash, rebellious movements.



Verse 12 

12. Gracious — Hebrew, Conciliating. They win upon the offended ruler, and incline him to clemency, while the talk of the fool would aggravate his case into utter hopelessness.



Verse 13 

13. Words… foolishness — The infatuated man would go from folly to frenzy, unless some wise friend should take up his cause, and, leaving the rash rebel in silence, plead for him with the monarch.



Verse 14 

14. Full of words — The readiness of “the fool” to talk, even on the most difficult and incomprehensible subjects, is a sure index of his character. The clause, A man cannot tell, etc., should be introduced by though. There are many things which one would like to know upon which profound reflection and self-examination can aid knowledge. But many would rather talk than think or study. The immediate and the remoter future are presented as being alike beyond knowledge. 

What shall be — Soon, and what shall be hereafter.



Verse 15 

15. Labour of the foolish wearieth — Not merely the talk, but the acts of the fool. These all work to his injury. Even the ordinary affairs of life are more than he can do well, much more politic and discreet behaviour under a despotic ruler. A road to town is sure to be plain and well beaten, and so are common duties clear and well defined, but some people will blunder in both.

In dismissing now the character of the fool, of which this book has said so much, it may be said that the amount of space allowed to it in this brief essay is justified by the sad frequency of the character itself. “There be,” says Carlyle, “twenty-seven millions of people in these islands, [Great Britain and Ireland,] most of them Fools.” The fool with Koheleth is not so much lacking in intellect as full of moral perversity. For this the cure revealed is the grace of the Great Physician. This grace, affecting the heart, renovates by degrees the whole nature, and the fool becomes a new man in Christ.



Verse 16 

16. Woe to thee, O land — Having shown the true policy of the subject under an unwise ruler, Koheleth rebukes the bad rulers for their folly, artfully couching his reproof in an address to the “land.” Eat in the morning, is here expressive of dissipation and intemperance. Thus, Peter intimates that it was absurd to think that the disciples were so dissolute as to be drunk at the third hour of the day, that is, at nine o’clock in the “morning.”



Verse 17 

17. A son of nobles is a strong phrase for a noble man. So uniform is the connexion between the wise control of appetite by those who have ample means for its indulgence and a proper regard for public welfare, that such abstinence fairly presumes the possession of a wise regard for the welfare of those over whom they rule.



Verse 18 

18. The condition of the state in the hands of such rulers as are mentioned Ecclesiastes 10:16 is compared to that of a neglected building. 

By much slothfulness — Hebrew, By slothful hands; through neglect the beams decay and the roof leaks.



Verse 19 

19. Made for laughter — This verse should read, The bread and the wine, which cheer the life, are made into laughter, or revelry; that is, by the luxurious rulers still spoken of. 

Money answereth all things — Better, And the money furnishes both. Whose “money?” It is artfully suggested, rather than told, that it is the “money” wrung from the subjects that is thus squandered in feasting.



Verse 20 

20. Curse not the king — Having said in rebuke of the tyrant all that is prudent, admonition of prudence is again given to the subject. It has been remarked that the lack in Hebrew of the little words called particles causes even connected discourse to appear isolated, as if made of separate and distinct propositions. A translation into English or any modern tongue requires the insertion of these. Thus this verse needs to be introduced with Yet, Still, or However. Rich, should be the prince. Reference is here made to the system of espionage which largely prevailed under eastern governments. It was so close and manifold that the figures employed in this verse are not too forcible to express its adroitness and circumstantiality.

As the general subject of discreet behaviour in the trying times produced by bad rulers occupies so large a proportion of this brief book, we may, on dismissing it, again say that its moral weight as against the Solomonic authorship is very serious. The books of Scripture, though written for all time, got their special form and matter from and for some particular time. So much of exhortation to patient endurance under misgovernment could not possibly have been inspired by any thing known to have existed in the golden age of Solomon. But there was hardly a year in the interval between 450 B.C. and 330 B.C. when such wisdom of the serpent and harmlessness of the dove was not wanted in almost every province of the Persian empire.

11 Chapter 11 

Verse 1 

1. Cast thy bread upon the waters — This metaphor is to be explained from the form of eastern loaves, which from all time have been thin and flat, and float off like shingles on a stream. The “bread” passes from sight and reach swiftly, and apparently beyond recovery, like our hard tack not soaking and falling apart readily, and may be sometimes recovered far down the stream. The scope of this verse is hypothetical, or of a supposed case. “Though one cast his bread upon the surface of a stream, he may, though long after, find it again.” That is, an investment, whether of toil, of benevolent giving, or good doing, which shows little promise of being remunerative, may in the end prove extremely advantageous. This prepares us for the precept next following.



Verse 2 

2. Give a portion — That is, of thy bread. 

To seven, and also to eight — Meaning to no limited and selected number, but donating it widely and generously. “Seven” is often used in Scripture to suggest an exclusive number. Of those thus hospitably treated, some will be unthankful, but others will hold their kind treatment in grateful remembrance and in some emergency will repay it. But even where the generous man has reason to hope for nothing again, and even suffers from the sting of ingratitude, it is still good, when evil — reverse of fortune — may come, to comfort one’s self, as the thought did Job, that he “ate not his morsel alone” while he had it.



Verse 3 

3. If the tree fall — The idea of a reversal of fortune is continued. A “tree” by the rivers of water, fully flourishing, may be undermined and washed out in time, when the full clouds send down their floods, and the tree falls and lies utterly helpless. So one now prospering in trade, or, like Wolsey, in politics, may in an evil time “fall,” to lift up himself no more. Then if he, like “the tree,” has blessed others with shelter and generous fruit, they will take hold and lift him up.



Verse 4 

4. He that observeth the wind — The advice to liberality and freeheartedness takes now the form of expostulation. In the most simple forms of business some risk must be had. He who watches until the weather shall become perfectly and reliably favourable will waste in waiting both seedtime and harvest. So in gifts and hospitalities, some risks must be ventured of aiding worthless men; yet if one wait until he is sure of his man, he will be likely to aid and benefit nobody.



Verse 5 

5. The way of the spirit — Better, “The way of the” wind. Our utter ignorance of the commonest things in nature really extends to all the works and ways of God. The wind is viewless and trackless, though it surely blows; the growth of the embryo is a mystery, though it surely comes to birth. So with other works of God, who doeth all things.



Verse 6 

6. Sow thy seed — This precept is an inference. Diligence in labours calculated for good, will be sure of some return, perhaps of very copious returns. This beautiful verse, with its lively rhetorical figure, is often and aptly applied to the labours of the Christian ministry, and fits well to all deeds and efforts of benevolence. The next verse gives one sure return.



Verse 7 

7. Light is sweet — A cheerful and happy temper is the unfailing reward of a life given to doing good. This verse should not be separated from the preceding. To none is the light of life so sweet as to those who, being delivered from selfishness and misanthropy, spend life in diligence and benevolence. Many beautiful instances will occur to every mind of men skilful and unremitting in business, yet liberal and kind in using their fortunes; and of those, too, who, having neither silver nor gold, have given such as they had to bless their race. Such are always cheerful, joyous people.



Verse 8 

8. But if, etc. — Better, Even though a man live many years let him rejoice in them all. This course of activity and kindness should be maintained to the last. In this way the longest life will have the longest sunshine. Not long ago Koheleth was urging the brevity of life, and the length of the abode in the grave, as the reason for grasping the largest possible amount of pleasure: now, from a higher view, he urges the same as the reason for the unceasing activity of nobler things — of kindness and generosity and benevolence.



Verse 9 

9. Know thou, etc. — The writer now, like a mariner, discerns a final guiding star. Having looked at human life from various points, and reasoned his way through many theories and suggestions, he sees that, crowning every consideration, however copious, of earthly good, the true restraint and hope and consolation of the soul, at every turn of its fortune, is in the future judgment of God. Lifting his eye above the sad uniformity of sorrow and death, he discerns the great event of the hereafter, and is comforted.



Verse 10 

10. Remove sorrow, etc. — In this verse the precept so often given is exactly reversed. The way has been, to reckon the present as every thing, and grasp all it has to give, because the future is vain and uncertain. Now Koheleth fixes his vision on the calm and crystal ages beyond the judgment, and urges the enjoyment of the present because it is “vanity,” and the future is every thing. 

Youth — Hebrew, the time of black hair, meaning the early prime — the juventus or military age — until forty-five years. Even this best and choicest part of human life is vanity compared with the hereafter.

12 Chapter 12 

Verse 1 

1. Remember — Solemn reminder of what youth is inclined to forget. 
Thy Creator — Who formed the frame described in Ecclesiastes 12:6, and will bring thee to judgment, Ecclesiastes 12:14. Now… thy youth — In emphatic contrast with thy gloomy old age, brought on by forgetting God, pictured in Ecclesiastes 12:2-5.

when woe and care will render such piety difficult, and with that dissolution, (6, 7,) which make repentance impossible. Wretched is the man who gives his best days and strongest powers to the service of Satan, expecting to give God the dregs of his life, or to repent in the hour of death. 

No pleasure — The freshness of life is gone; the world is dark and drear; and the soured spirit has no heart for devotion.



Verse 2 

2. The old age of the God-forgetter is a world with its lights, sun, moon, stars, all darkened. The night of the soul within sheds blackness on the world without.



Verse 3 

3. House — The aged body is compared to a “house,” or rather to a mill structure, in which the vital functions and operations are a grinding, and which is defended by keepers, and upheld by strong men, with windows through which the inmates look out upon the world. These “keepers,” that defend, are the arms; these supporters are the legs; and the “windows” are the eyes. Of old age the arm and hand are tremulous, the legs bent and tottering, the teeth, or grinders, cease to masticate by becoming too few, and the eyes grow dim.



Verse 4 

4. The doors — The mouth. See Job 41:14. In or on the streets, as being the front door, with valves like the lips of a man. 

Shut — By loss of teeth. No dental art was known to Koheleth. 

Sound of the grinding is low — Not merely the mastication, but the whole digestive and vital processes are feeble and slow, so that the man’s whole bodily system is like an almost silent mill. 

Rise up at the voice of the bird — Better rendered by critics, it, (not he,) referring to “sound,” amounts to the voice of a sparrow. That is, the vital processes of this human mill are so feeble that its grinding “sound” is not louder than a sparrow’s cheep. This grinding “sound” is heard in the “low” and cracked voice of the old man. 

Daughters of music — Of man’s divine endowment of “music,” the notes and strains of the musician are the offspring or “daughters.” These are brought low, so that no true “music” can be poured forth.



Verse 5 

5. They — The man himself; expressed in the plural because his various parts and powers have been personified as so many individuals. 

Afraid of the high — In youth the man could look down from the high tower and not be dizzy; he could mount the cliff and not be exhausted. His brain and legs are now too weak; and he dreads all heights. Nay, fears of exposures to accidents, foes, or atmospheric miasms, are in the plain and level way. 

The almond tree shall flourish — This “almond tree” has been supposed to refer to the grey hairs of the aged; but the almond does not blossom white but pink coloured. Modern scholars render the words, The almond shall disgust; that is, as an edible, because the toothless old man can no longer masticate it. 

The grasshopper (rather locust) shall be a burden — Usually understood as a hyperbole expressive of extreme bodily weakness; the old man can scarce carry a grasshopper. But the locust was an article of food; and the meaning seems to be, that it will be too heavy a burden on the stomach for his digestion. 

Desire — The appetites, especially the sexual. But scholars render the phrase, The kappar shall fail to stimulate. The kappar, or caper-sauce, used to rouse the system, shall be ineffective. Tonics, appetizers, and even medicines shall cease to affect the body so nearly lifeless. 

Because — All these decays take place “because” man is a fading, dying being. 

Goeth — The continuous permanent present to express a permanent continuous fact. Man is ever growing old and going to the grave. 

Long home — Literally, his eternal “home,” in contrast with earth, his temporal “home.” Where that “home” is, Ecclesiastes 12:7 declares; the dust to the grave and the spirit to God. Yet these are one “home” in eternity; and none the less so because judgment (Ecclesiastes 12:14) shall within that “home” change the locality, and unite “dust” and “spirit” in final retribtution. As regularly as the corpse goeth to the grave, the mourners (perhaps in funeral procession) go, or wind, about the streets.



Verse 6 

6. So far decay of age is depicted; now dissolution itself. We can hardly agree with the commentators who deny that the bowl, the pitcher, and the wheel, must not each be applied to a definite object or part of dying man. The analogy of Ecclesiastes 12:2-5 requires that these must not be construed as mere successive general images of crash and ruin, but must be individualized. Yet they cannot be individualized according to modern anatomy: but in accordance with old Hebrew ideas we may suppose the “bowl” to symbolize the head; the “pitcher,” the heart; and the “wheel,” with its cordage, the nervous and tendinous systems. The head, in Hebrew thought, did not represent the intellect, or refer to the brain; but, as the summit of man or animal, it represented the highest individuality. Genesis 40:19; Leviticus 19:32. On it was placed the crown, or other ensigns, of honour. On it retribution falls, (Genesis 3:15; Psalms 7:16;) or blessing, Genesis 49:26. To take off or break the head was a formula of death, 1 Samuel 31:9; 2 Samuel 16:9; Psalms 74:13-14. Here the image is a golden, or gilded, yet fragile lamp — “bowl,” suspended by a cord, entwined with silver, to the ceiling above. The “cord” is loosed by decay, perhaps, or snapped by violence, and the falling “bowl” is, alas! broken. Such are life and death. Man’s existence is suspended by a thread of destiny, the severance of which is crash and destruction.

The heart, in Hebrew thought, might well be symbolized as a “pitcher” — the receptacle of the impressions, desires, and emotions drawn from the fountain of outside individual experience; yet able to so mingle its impressions as to form in itself reasonings and purposes. 2 Chronicles 7:11; Job 9:4; Job 38:36. At the very “fountain” the “pitcher” is “broken” and death is the result. To the cistern — that is, the well or reservoir of drinkable water — there is a “wheel,” or windlass, with chains by which the bucket is let down or drawn up from the depths. So to the man there is the system of efferent, or out-carrying, nerves, and afferent, or in-bringing, nerves. With this accord the sinews and other machineries — the bones and muscles by which man’s will puts forth or withdraws action. Break this “wheel” at the “cistern” and life’s activity for ever ceases.



Verse 7 

7. Dust… earth — Just as, Genesis 2:7, man was taken as dust from the ground, so now he returns to “dust.” And the spirit, then inbreathed from God, and thence forming a living person, returns unto God who gave it. It is not, in this return “unto God,” resolved back into an impersonal breath, which is a pantheistic idea unknown to the Hebrew mind. It returns, as Ecclesiastes 12:14 indicates, a personal being “unto God,” awaiting his judgment.



Verse 8 

8. Vanity of vanities — This solemn finale employs the key-note with which this inquiry began. It is as if the proposition then announced had now been demonstrated. The writer, committing it now to the judgment of reasonable men, feels sure of their concurrence for ever.



Verse 9 

9. Because the Preacher was wise — Koheleth now defines himself in what may be reckoned his true character. He is a “hakam,” (Arabic, hakim,) or “physician,” like the Greek επαιων — a professional man, a public teacher, one devoted to the solution of moral and practical problems. He also discoursed to the people on instructive subjects, and with care and research framed proverbs to guide the public thought. In his various functions of teacher, sage, and author he must have led a laborious and benevolent life. If Solomon be Koheleth his conception of such a life is singularly truthful.



Verse 10 

10. Acceptable words — Hebrew, Words of consolation. Feeling deeply for the sorrows of his kind, he found that the words that gave them relief were the frank utterances of sincerity and truth. Such are the words of this essay, which states with fearless accuracy, like that of Shakspeare, the aspects of life as actually seen from many and various positions.



Verse 11 

11. The words of the wise are as goads — The writer gives the reason of his undertaking, suggesting, too, his ideal of what such work should be, as if his toil would be repaid should these words prove such. 

And as nails — Better, And as stakes firmly set, are those (words) of the masters of assemblies. The stakes are those to which the tent ropes are fastened, firmly holding the tent in its place. 

Which are given — Referring to “the words of the wise.” The savings of true wisdom, whether they are radical and arousing, like goads, or conservative and supporting, like tent stakes, are from the inspiration of one Shepherd, the Allwise, who, in manifold ways, aims at the correction and instruction of his creatures. “All true wisdom is from One Wise.”



Verse 12 

12. And further — Hebrew, But beyond this, my son, take warning. All the books that can be made, and the most exhausting study, can make no one wiser. About fifteen thousand books are annually made in Christendom, and knowledge is rapidly increased, but duty is still taught only by the one Shepherd and Teacher, and true wisdom is from him alone.



Verse 13 

13. The conclusion of the whole matter — After this long survey of human affairs, chiefly on their sad and shady side, this counsel has peculiar weight. It is the word of one who has tried it himself and examined it in other men. Peace with God, coming from reverent, steady obedience, —

“Makes the rough paths of peevish nature even,”
and he, too, makes this the duty of every man. 

The whole duty — It is better syntax to read, For this is (the duty) of every man. So the Hebrew indicates. No man is exempt, for there are no mortal conditions that require disobedience to God.



Verse 14 

14. Every work into judgment — This book began with a view of the arena on which mortal life is enacted. It ends with a conclusion in which nothing is concluded but mortal cares and vanities and opportunities. We are pointed, as by the marble finger of the ancient statue, to the tribunal hereafter. In the cool light of the world where change and confusion never enter, there sits the most worthy Judge Eternal. Beyond that Koheleth is silent; but how full of meaning is his silence!

