
Exploring Ecclesiastes 13

Chapter 1

Prologue: the guide, the map 
and the quest (1:1–18)

Every expedition needs a guide, a map, and a quest to accomplish. 
The prologue of Ecclesiastes (contained in the first chapter) 
introduces the book’s guide, its map or outline, and the quest 

before us.
Our guide is ‘the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem’ (v. 1), 

whose peculiar title (‘the Preacher’) we will examine shortly. The map is 
a two-part course of study outlined at the close of the chapter (vv. 12–18). 
The quest of the book—to make sense of life’s vanities—is also 
introduced in this chapter (vv. 2–11). In the next few pages, let’s take 
stock of the guide, the quest and the map Ecclesiastes sets before us for 
this course on abiding joy.

Our guide (1:1)
The author of this book and our guide in this study is identified as Israel’s 
most famous wise man, King Solomon (cf. 1:12, 16; 12:9). Today, scholars 
debate whether Solomon actually wrote the book, or if another wrote it 
using his name. There is no conclusive reason to dismiss the Solomonic 
ascription identifying this book as either composed by Solomon himself 
or composed under his oversight by sages in his court. Those interested in 
the question of authorship can consult other commentaries.1 Here I want 
to focus on the peculiar title used for Solomon in the Ecclesiastes 
prologue. He is called ‘the Preacher’.

In Hebrew, the word is qohelet. The word qohelet is often translated 
‘preacher’ in English (ecclesiastes in Latin), but we should not think of a 
preacher in church when we read the title here. Qohelet literally means 
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‘an assembler’. It is probably one of the titles of Israel’s kings, in this case 
ascribed to Solomon as king. One of the king’s duties in Israel was to 
assemble the people for instruction in times of turmoil.

We find a helpful example of such an assembly in the biblical account 
of Nehemiah. (Nehemiah was not a king, but he fulfilled many kingly 
duties.) There was an economic crisis in Nehemiah’s day, and it was his 
duty as ruler to devise a solution. Nehemiah reports, ‘I took counsel with 
myself, and [then] … I held a great assembly [qehilah2]’ (Neh. 5:7). In 
that assembly, Nehemiah introduced his solution and persuaded all the 
key leaders to adopt his plan. That is the work of the ruler as the people’s 
‘assembler’ (qohelet).

Actually, our civic leaders fulfil this same duty today as well. When 
there is a national crisis in America, for example, the President gives a 
televised broadcast from the Oval Office. The purpose of that address is 
not to issue new laws: it is to explain the facts, describe the President’s 
plan to meet the crisis, and to rally the people in support of what he 
believes will be the right way forward. Whenever the President does this, 
he is acting as the nation’s ‘assembler-in-chief’.

It is in this role that Solomon is introduced in the opening line of 
Ecclesiastes. He is not speaking to us as a lawgiver introducing new 
legislation. He speaks to us as the qohelet who assembles us in the face of 
a social crisis.

But the crisis to be addressed in this gathering is timeless. It is not a 
period economic collapse as in the days of Nehemiah. This assembly is to 
address the timeless problem of life’s vanity. The Solomonic guidance in 
this book is also timeless, and it has been written down for the guidance 
of God’s people in every generation.

In fact, there is a new son of David who now takes up the royal posts of 
God’s anointed king. Jesus is identified in the New Testament as the new 
Son of David who inherits the duties of Assembler, First Judge, Chief 
Prophet, Psalmist,3 and the other responsibilities of Israel’s kings. Just as 
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each of Israel’s kings was to uphold the received books of the Hebrew 
canon (see Deut. 17:18–19; Prov. 25:1), it is King Jesus who has finally 
reappointed Ecclesiastes and the other books of Israel for our instruction 
(Luke 24:27, 44). Christ is the new King, Teacher and Qohelet who 
assembles us to heed these words of guidance. Ultimately, Jesus is ‘the 
Preacher, the son of David’ who speaks to us in Ecclesiastes.

Throughout this study, we will use the title ‘Qohelet’ to refer to the 
guide instructing us in this book. By using this title, we recognize both 
that Solomon is introduced as the original author of these words, and 
that Jesus is the Assembler who now affirms its conclusions to us.

If you trust Jesus, you can trust the agenda in this book to help you 
navigate life’s vanities and find joy. But what is this ‘vanity’ that hinders 
proper joy?

The quest (1:2–11)
In this poem, Qohelet defines the problem of ‘vanity’—the problem to be 
faced in the rest of the book. What is the problem of vanity?

In English, the word ‘vanity’ has a broad range of meanings. Sometimes 
we use the word to refer to pride. At its root, however, the word refers to 
something that is ‘empty’ or ‘worthless’. A proud person is said to be 
‘vain’ because his or her boasts of greatness are empty. The root meaning 
of the word ‘vanity’ in English is ‘emptiness’.

The Hebrew word translated ‘vanity’ (hebel) also means ‘empty’. 
Literally, hebel means ‘like a vapour’. Something worthless is like a 
vapour. It has appearance but no substance. However, valuable things 
can also be ‘like a vapour’. For example, in the first chapters of Genesis 
we are told how Cain killed his younger brother. That younger brother 
came to be remembered as Abel, or Hebel in Hebrew. His life was like a 
vapour, not because it lacked value but because it ended suddenly. 
Something of great value is also like vapour if it slips between your fingers 
and vanishes.
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It is this aspect of life’s vanity (its vapour-like uncertainty) that Qohelet 
captures in the poem at the heart of this chapter (vv. 2–11). Bear in mind 
that this is a poem that captures general truths succinctly. Critics will cast 
doubt upon the text by insisting that there are famous individuals who 
have been remembered long after their deaths (contrary to v. 11), and 
that there have been many new inventions especially in recent centuries 
(contrary to v. 10). Solomon would not have been blind to the memories 
of famous people or the progress of lasting achievements (even his 
own—e.g. 2 Chr. 2:1–5:1). Notwithstanding such accomplishments, 
however, the overwhelming vapidity of human life remains a problem to 
be faced. The vast majority of members of the human race live and die 
with no remembrance, and even the famous are eventually forgotten, 
dishonoured or caricatured in ways barely resembling reality. In ancient 
Egypt, pharaohs built massive pyramids and filled the land with statues 
and carved likenesses of themselves in order to keep their memories alive 
for ever—efforts that have essentially failed.

Likewise, though the modern world has enjoyed particularly 
impressive strides in technology, the human condition remains essentially 
unchanged. Life is extremely valuable, but it quickly ends, with little real 
impact on the world’s persistent sorrows. It is the vapour-like 
impermanence of human efforts that this opening poem captures so 
eloquently.

But does this unavoidable impermanence of life and labour mean that 
all human effort is meaningless? No! Nowhere in this poem does Qohelet 
regard life as meaningless. This is a crucial insight for our study. The 
world is a wonderful place to live in, and life is full of beauty. In fact, it is 
only because life does have value and because human efforts are of great 
worth that this fact of impermanence is such a tragedy! Qohelet is not a 
nihilist; he is a realist.

Thus, the problem our Assembler (qohelet) has called us together to 
address is the problem of life’s vanity (hebel). Our labours accomplish 
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nothing lasting. And for all our efforts to understand, life’s twists and 
turns continue to befuddle us. How are we to live in such a world? What 
are we to do with our lives in a world where nothing lasts and all is hebel?

The map (1:12–18)
In the final verses of the prologue, Qohelet gives us a ‘table of contents’ 
(or map) for the rest of the book. These paragraphs introduce the 
two-part course on which Qohelet will lead us. Notice the pattern in 
these two paragraphs. Each paragraph begins with an announcement of 
the writer’s credentials (vv. 12, 16), follows with a statement of the 
problem he has studied (‘I applied my heart to …’, vv. 13, 17), then 
concludes with a proverb (vv. 15, 18). This pattern breaks this closing 
section into two paragraphs, each raising a different frontier of life’s 
vanity that will be explored in the two halves of the book that follow.

First (vv. 12–15), Qohelet promises to face the vanities of human 
labour: ‘I applied my heart to seek and to search out by wisdom all that is 
done under heaven’ (v. 13). His conclusion is frank: ‘It is an unhappy 
business … I have seen everything that is done under the sun, and behold, 
all is vanity and a striving after wind’ (vv. 13–14). There will be no 
whitewashing of the problem here. Everything we do in life is plagued by 
vanity, and Qohelet will not ignore that reality.

The proverb that sums up this topic focuses on labour’s limits: ‘What 
is crooked cannot be made straight, and what is missing cannot be filled 
in’ (v. 15, author’s translation [a.t.]).4 Straighten something, and there is 
always more to be straightened. Fill in what is lacking in one place, and 
there will always be another gap to fill. No system of labour is perfect and 
no job is lasting. This paragraph about the vanity of human labour is a 
teaser for the series of explorations ahead in the first half of Ecclesiastes 
(2:1–6:9), where Qohelet will explore the fleetingness of human toil.

In the second paragraph (vv. 16–18), Qohelet removes his worksite 
hard hat and dons his philosopher’s cap. This paragraph takes up the 

Prologue
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enigmas of human understanding: ‘I said in my heart, “I have acquired 
great wisdom …” And I applied my heart to know wisdom and to know 
madness and folly. I perceived that this also is but a striving after wind’ 
(vv. 16–17).

We will not find naive platitudes here. There are intractable problems 
beyond human capacity to resolve. In fact, rather than satisfying, the 
quest for wisdom tends to ‘increase sorrow’ (v. 18). As one commentator 
explains, ‘Open eyes see the injustices of society, and wider awareness of 
oppression and life’s absurdities is disquieting.’5 On its own, the quest 
for wisdom brings greater sorrow, not greater joy. This does not mean 
that wisdom is worthless or bad; there is a wisdom that brings joy. But it 
is the point of Qohelet to bring us to that joyful wisdom by first facing the 
reality of our inability to understand the world around us. In the second 
half of Ecclesiastes (6:10–12:7), Qohelet will lead us through the enigmas 
of human understanding.

You might be wondering how Ecclesiastes can be a book about joy (as 
I explained in the Preface) when it opens with such a dismal prologue. 
There is no promise of joy anywhere in Ecclesiastes 1, only a thorough 
admission of life’s vanities. In fact, the final verse of the chapter is one 
that speaks of the increasing sorrow of those who pursue understanding.

Such a prologue shows us the pastoral heart of the book’s author. 
Qohelet writes for real people with real sorrows in life. He writes, not 
simply for those who are curious to learn, but also for those who are 
overcome with real disillusionment.

Like a movie reviewer eager to explain why a certain film is a ‘must 
see’, I have already spoiled the plot. I have ‘spilled the beans’ by telling 
you up front that the book ultimately brings us to a robust lesson on joy. 
But the original writer does not spoil the plot in his opening prologue. He 
simply meets us where we live in life’s troubles.

Ecclesiastes is a book that faces the music and admits it is a dirge. 
Later, the author will show us how the fear of the Lord gives us a melody 
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powerful enough to fill our hearts with joy, even amid life’s harshest 
vanities. But he first assures us he fully understands—and agrees—that 
life is fundamentally hebel (vain).

Notes

 1 See Fredericks, ‘Ecclesiastes’, pp. 31–36.

 2 Qehilah is an ‘assembly’, as called together by the qohelet (or the ‘assembler’).

 3 On Jesus’ role as the new Psalm leader of God’s people, see Michael LeFebvre, Singing the 

Songs of Jesus: Revisiting the Psalms (Fearn: Christian Focus, 2010).

 4 The ESV translates the closing line ‘what is lacking cannot be counted’. I have accepted the 

argument of Michael Fox that the phrase should read, ‘no deficiency can be filled out’. Fox, 

A Time to Tear Down, p. 170.

 5 Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes, p. 76.
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