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Student Instructions

The phrase under the sun forms the single most important key to 
understanding the book of Ecclesiastes. The fact that it occurs 

twenty-nine times indicates the general perspective of the author. His search 
is confined to this earth. He ransacks the world to solve the riddle of life. 
And his whole quest is carried on by his own mind, unaided by God. This 
study will help you to understand this fascinating book.
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4      Ecclesiastes

Course Components

This course has two parts: this study course and the exam booklet.

How To Study

This study has ten chapters, and each chapter has its own exam. Begin 
by asking God to help you understand the material. Read the chapter through 
at least twice, once to get a general idea of its contents and then again, 
slowly, looking up any Bible references given.

Begin studying immediately, or if you are in a group, as soon as the 
group begins. We suggest that you keep a regular schedule by trying to 
complete at least one chapter per week.

Exams

In the exam booklet there is one exam for each chapter (exam 1 covers 
chapter 1 of the course). Do not answer the questions by what you think 
or have always believed. The questions are designed to find out if you 
understand the material given in the course.

After you have completed each chapter, review the related exam and see 
how well you know the answers. If you find that you are having difficulty 
answering the questions, review the material until you think you can answer 
the questions.

How Your Exams Are Graded

Your instructor will mark any incorrectly answered questions. You 
will be referred back to the place in the course where the correct answer 
is to be found. After finishing this course with a passing average, you will 
be awarded a certificate.

If you enrolled in a class, submit your exam papers to the leader 
or secretary of the class who will send them for the entire group to the 
Correspondence School.

See the back of the exam booklet for more information on returning 
the exams for grading.
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5

C h a p t e r

1

Introduction to Ecclesiastes

Solomon’s Search for the Meaning of Life

At one time in his life, King Solomon set out to find the true meaning 
of human existence. He was determined to discover the good 

life. Richly endowed with wisdom and comfortably cushioned by wealth 
(1 Kings 10:14-25; 2 Chron. 9:22-24), he thought that if anyone could find 
lasting satisfaction, he was the one. 

But there was a self-imposed condition to Solomon’s search: he was 
going to do this on his own. He hoped that his own reasoning would enable 
him to discover fulfillment in life, quite 
apart from divine revelation. It would be the 
exploration of a man without any help from 
God. He would search “under the sun” for 
the greatest good in life. 

“Under the Sun”

The phrase under the sun forms the 
single most important key to understanding 
the book of Ecclesiastes. The fact that it occurs twenty-nine times indicates 
the general perspective of the author. His search is confined to this earth. 
He ransacks the world to solve the riddle of life. And his whole quest is 
carried on by his own mind, unaided by God.

If the key phrase “under the sun” is not kept constantly in mind, then 
the book will present a lot of difficulties. It will seem to contradict the rest 
of the Bible, to present strange doctrines, and to recommend a morality 
that is questionable, to say the least. 

The phrase under 
the sun forms 

the single most 
important key to 

understanding the 
book of Ecclesiastes.




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6      Ecclesiastes

Ecclesiastes is a 
collection of human, 
not divine, wisdom.





But if we remember that Ecclesiastes is a collection of human, not 
divine, wisdom, we will understand why it is that while some of Solomon’s 
conclusions are true, some are only half true, and some are not true at all. Let 
us take some illustrations. Ecclesiastes 12:1, “Remember now your Creator 
in the days of your youth,” is true and dependable advice for young people 
in all generations. Verse 4 of chapter 1 is only half true; “One generation 
passes away, and another generation comes; but the earth abides forever.” 
It is true that one generation follows after another, but it is not true that 
the earth remains forever (see Psalm 102:25-26 and 2 Peter 3:7 & 10). And 
the following statements, if taken at face value, are not true at all: “There 
is nothing better for a man than to eat and drink and tell himself that his 

labor is good” (2:24); “There is no advantage 
for man over beast” (3:19); and “The dead do 
not know anything” (9:5). If we did not have 
any revelation from God, however, we might 
arrive at the same conclusions. 

Is Ecclesiastes Inspired by God?

When we say that some of Solomon’s conclusions “under the sun” are 
only half true and that some are not true at all, what does this do to the 
inspiration of Ecclesiastes? The answer, of course, is that it does not affect 
the question of inspiration in the slightest. 

The book is part of the inspired Word of God. It is God-breathed in the 
sense that God ordained that it should be included in the canon of Scripture. 
We hold to the verbal, plenary inspiration of Ecclesiastes as we do to the 
rest of the Bible—that is, in its original form, the very words used were 
inspired by the Holy Spirit of God.

It is important to remember, however, that the inspired books of the 
Bible contain statements by Satan or by men which are not true. In Genesis 
3:4, for instance, the devil told Eve that she would not die if she ate of the 
fruit of the tree in the middle of the garden. It was a lie, and is quoted in 
the Scripture to teach us that the devil lies and is a liar from the beginning. 
Inspiration may record the untruths of Satan (or of men), but it does not 
vindicate the lie or sanctify it. It is simply the record of what was said, 
good or bad. 

We should not be surprised, therefore, to find half-truths or untruths 
in a book which is clearly labeled as containing man’s wisdom “under the 
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Introduction to Ecclesiastes      7

sun.” It should not affect our confidence in 
the trustworthiness of the Bible. 

What Did Solomon Decide?

Solomon’s search for meaning ended 
with the disheartening conclusion that life is 
vanity and vexation of spirit (1:14), or, better, 
a striving after wind. As far as he was able to 
determine, life under the sun simply wasn’t 
worth the effort. He wasn’t able to find fulfillment or lasting satisfaction. 
In spite of all his wealth and wisdom, he failed to discover the good life. 

And of course his conclusion was right. If one never gets above the sun, 
life is an exercise in futility. It is meaningless. Everything that the world 
has to offer, put together, cannot satisfy the heart of man. It was Pascal who 
said, “There is a God-shaped vacuum in the human heart.” And Augustine 
observed, “Thou hast made us, O Lord, for Thyself, and our heart shall 
find no rest till it rest in Thee.”

Solomon’s experience anticipated the truth of the words of the Lord 
Jesus when He said, “Everyone who drinks of this water shall thirst again” 
(John 4:13). The water of this world cannot provide lasting satisfaction. 

We believe that Solomon’s search for reality was only a temporary 
phase, a single chapter in his biography. We do not know how old he was 
when he embarked on this philosophical quest for truth, but apparently he 
was an older man when he wrote this diary of it (1:12; 11:9). Eventually 
Solomon did get his sights above the sun and became a true believer; this 
seems evident from the fact that the greater part of three books of the 
Bible are attributed to him (Proverbs, Song of Solomon, and Ecclesiastes). 
However, the sin and failure which clouded the closing years of his life 
remind us how seriously a believer can backslide.

The Name for God Used in Ecclesiastes

It is obvious that Solomon believed in the existence of God, even during 
the time when he was searching for fulfillment. He makes no less than 
forty references to God in the book of Ecclesiastes. But this does not mean 
that he was a devout believer at that time. The name of God which he uses 
throughout is Elohim, the name which reveals God as the Mighty Creator. 

Solomon’s search 
for meaning 

ended with the 
disheartening 

conclusion that life 
is vanity and 

vexation of spirit.




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8      Ecclesiastes

Not once does Solomon refer to God as Jehovah, or Yahweh (translated 
“Lord”), the God who enters into covenant relationship with man. 

This is an important observation. Man under the sun can know that 
there is a God. Paul reminds us in Romans 1:20: “For since the creation 
of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, 
have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, 
so that they are without excuse.” The existence of God is obvious from 
creation. Atheism is not a mark of wisdom, but of willful blindness. 
Solomon, the wisest man who ever lived, groping for truth with his own 
mind, acknowledged the fact of a Supreme Being.

While Elohim can be known by man “under the sun,” Jehovah, however, 
can only be known through special revelation. The repeated references to 
God in this book should not, therefore, be equated with saving faith. All 
they prove is that creation witnesses to the existence of God and that men 
who deny it are fools (Ps. 14:1; 53:1). 

Did Solomon Really Write Ecclesiastes?

There are Bible scholars who doubt that Solomon was the author of 
Ecclesiastes, which is surprising because the internal evidence of his 
authorship seems to clearly point to it. The writer identifies himself as the 
son of David and king over Israel in Jerusalem (1:1, 12), and other internal 
references identify him as wise and wealthy, as sponsoring vast building 
projects, and as having almost limitless opportunities for pleasure—all 
descriptions which fit Solomon perfectly. 

Scholars come back with the argument, however, that some words 
and grammatical constructions found in the book were not in use when 
Solomon lived; they belong, rather, to the period after the Babylonian 
captivity (hundreds of years later). And in reply to the internal evidences 
cited above, they contend that it was a legitimate literary device for some 
later writer to put his words in Solomon’s mouth. 

The arguments pro and con are lengthy and involved, and we cannot 
go into them here. It is enough to say that none of the objections that have 
been raised against Solomonic authorship are insurmountable. Many 
responsible scholars show that it is reasonable to believe that Solomon 
wrote the book. 
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Look above the 
sun to the One 
who alone can 

satisfy—the Lord 
Jesus Christ.




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Why Study the Book?

The question inevitably arises, “Why did God ordain that a book 
which never rises above the sun should be included in the Holy Bible?” 
The answer is this: the book was included so that no one will ever have 
to live through Solomon’s gloomy experience, searching for satisfaction 
where it cannot be found. 

Natural man instinctively thinks he can make himself happy through 
possessions, or pleasure, or academia, or travel, or drugs, or alcohol, or 
sexual indulgence, or many other aspects of life on earth. But the message 
of this book is that someone wiser and wealthier than most of us will 
ever be has tried and failed. So we can save ourselves all the expense and 

heartache and frustration and disappointment 
by looking above the sun to the One who 
alone can satisfy—the Lord Jesus Christ.

If you find Ecclesiastes to be unusually 
difficult to understand, you are in the 
majority. At times, Solomon’s conclusions 
appear contradictory; there does not seem 
to be any logical sequence to many of his 

observations; and some of his statements are so obscure that they have 
frustrated commentators and confused ordinary readers like you and me. 
But perhaps that is part of the grand design of the book. Remember, this 
is the record of a man who is groping for meaning. It is a book of human 
wisdom, not divine revelation. Man’s philosophies do not characteristically 
make for easy reading. One who is searching for truth under the sun can 
scarcely be expected to write with the same clarity and definiteness as one 
who has found the truth. 

As we turn to a verse-by-verse study of the book, please let us keep 
in mind its scope and perspective. This will save us from comparing it 
unfavorably with the other books of the Bible. 
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A Note on the Exams
The exams are designed to check your knowledge of the course material 

and the Scriptures. After you have studied a chapter, review the exam questions 
for that lesson. If you have difficulty in answering the questions, re-read the 
material. If questions contain a Scripture reference, you may use your Bible 
to help you answer them. If your instructor has provided a single page Answer 
Sheet, record your answer on that sheet. This exam contains the following 
types of questions:

Multiple Choice

You will be asked to write in the letter of the correct answer at the space 
on the right. Here is an example:
The color of grass is

	 A.	 blue	 C.	 yellow
	 B.	 green	 D.	 orange	 _ _______

What Do You Say?
Questions headed this way are designed to help you express your ideas 
and feelings. You may freely state your own opinions in answer to such 
questions.

Returning the Exam

See the back of this exam booklet for instructions on returning your exam 
for grading.

B
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NOW I HAVE A QUESTION . . .

As you complete the exams, you may have additional questions about the 
course material that have not been answered. In the area below, you may ask 
any question you have related to the chapters you have studied. Your instructor 
will respond to your questions as best as he or she can.

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________

Ecclesiastes -- exam.indd   3 7/13/2011   2:58:47 PM



E 4

CHAPTER 1 EXAM
Introduction to Ecclesiastes

	 _ _____________
	EX AM  GRADE

Before starting this exam, write your name and address on the front of this 
Exam Booklet.

Directions: Read each question carefully and write the letter of the correct answer 
in the blank space on the right. Use the separate answer sheet if provided.

	 1.	 Ecclesiastes is the result of
	 A.	 God’s revelation of the meaning of human existence
	 B.	 King Solomon’s search for the meaning of human 

existence
	 C.	 King David’s explanation to his son about the meaning 

of human existence
	 D.	 a compilation of several authors’ opinions about the  

meaning of human existence	 _ _______

	 2.	 The phrase ______________ forms the most important 
key to understanding Ecclesiastes.

	 A.	 under the sun	 C.	 vanity, vanity
	 B.	 God’s perspective	 D.	 pleasure first	 _ _______

	 3.	 Solomon’s conclusions are
	 A.	 half true
	 B.	 not true
	 C.	 completely true
	 D.	 some true, some half true, some not true at all	 _ _______

	 4.	 After searching for meaning, Solomon decided that life 
under the sun is

	 A.	 only for the pursuit of pleasure
	 B.	 enjoyable only when you work hard
	 C.	 vanity and vexation of spirit
	 D.	 good despite all the troubles	 _ _______

	 5.	 Pascal said,
	 A.	 “Thou hast made us, O Lord, for Thyself”
	 B.	 “There is a God-shaped vacuum in the human heart”
	 C.	 “Our heart will have no rest with out God”
	 D.	 “Searching for God is a futile effort”	 _ _______

Chapter 1 Exam
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	 6.	 In John 4:13, Jesus expressed the truth that
	 A.	 God is seeking to draw men to Himself
	 B.	 He is the way, the truth, and the life
	 C.	 the water of this world cannot provide lasting 

satisfaction
	 D.	 those in the world love darkness rather than light	 _ _______

	 7.	 Solomon is an example of
	 A.	 how seriously a believer can backslide
	 B.	 a man completely faithful to God
	 C.	 a king who always followed God’s Law
	 D.	 a man who used his wealth for others	 _ _______

	 8.	 The name for God which Solomon uses in the book of 
Ecclesiastes is

	 A.	 Jehovah	 C.	 Elohim
	 B.	 El	 D.	 Adonai	 _ _______

	 9.	 Ecclesiastes was included in the Bible so that
	 A.	 we can know all about Solomon’s life
	 B.	 we can understand the difficulties of life
	 C.	 we have an example of Hebrew poetry
	 D.	 no one will have to repeat Solomon’s futile search for  

satisfaction	 _ _______

	10.	 Most people find Ecclesiastes
	 A.	 easy to understand	 C.	 enjoyable reading
	 B.	 difficult to understand	 D.	 very clear and concise	 _ _______

What Do You Say?
In your own experience, have you tried to find meaning in life apart from 
God?

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________	

______________________________________________________
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