“This series is a tremendous resource for those wanting to study and teach the Bible with an
understanding of how the gospel is woven throughout Scripture. Here are gospel-minded
pastors and scholars doing gospel business from all the Scriptures. This is a biblical and theological feast preparing God’s people to apply the entire Bible to all of life with heart and mind
wholly committed to Christ’s priorities.”
BRYAN CHAPELL, President Emeritus, Covenant Theological Seminary; Senior Pastor,
Grace Presbyterian Church, Peoria, Illinois
“Mark Twain may have smiled when he wrote to a friend, ‘I didn’t have time to write you a
short letter, so I wrote you a long letter.’ But the truth of Twain’s remark remains serious and
universal, because well-reasoned, compact writing requires extra time and extra hard work.
And this is what we have in the Crossway Bible study series Knowing the Bible. The skilled
authors and notable editors provide the contours of each book of the Bible as well as the
grand theological themes that bind them together as one Book. Here, in a 12-week format,
are carefully wrought studies that will ignite the mind and the heart.”
R. KENT HUGHES, Visiting Professor of Practical Theology, Westminster Theological
Seminary
“Knowing the Bible brings together a gifted team of Bible teachers to produce a high-quality
series of study guides. The coordinated focus of these materials is unique: biblical content,
provocative questions, systematic theology, practical application, and the gospel story of
God’s grace presented all the way through Scripture.”
PHILIP G. RYKEN, President, Wheaton College
“These Knowing the Bible volumes provide a significant and very welcome variation on the
general run of inductive Bible studies. This series provides substantial instruction, as well as
teaching through the very questions that are asked. Knowing the Bible then goes even further
by showing how any given text links with the gospel, the whole Bible, and the formation of
theology. I heartily endorse this orientation of individual books to the whole Bible and the
gospel, and I applaud the demonstration that sound theology was not something invented
later by Christians, but is right there in the pages of Scripture.”
GRAEME L. GOLDSWORTHY, former lecturer, Moore Theological College; author,
According to Plan, Gospel and Kingdom, The Gospel in Revelation, and Gospel and Wisdom
“What a gift to earnest, Bible-loving, Bible-searching believers! The organization and
structure of the Bible study format presented through the Knowing the Bible series is so well
conceived. Students of the Word are led to understand the content of passages through perceptive, guided questions, and they are given rich insights and application all along the way
in the brief but illuminating sections that conclude each study. What potential growth in
depth and breadth of understanding these studies offer! One can only pray that vast numbers
of believers will discover more of God and the beauty of his Word through these rich studies.”
BRUCE A. WARE, Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary
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S eries

P re f ace

KNOWING THE BIBLE, as the series title indicates, was created to help readers
know and understand the meaning, the message, and the God of the Bible.
Each volume in the series consists of 12 units that progressively take the reader
through a clear, concise study of that book of the Bible. In this way, any given
volume can fruitfully be used in a 12-week format either in group study, such
as in a church-based context, or in individual study. Of course, these 12 studies
could be completed in fewer or more than 12 weeks, as convenient, depending
on the context in which they are used.
Each study unit gives an overview of the text at hand before digging into it
with a series of questions for reflection or discussion. The unit then concludes
by highlighting the gospel of grace in each passage (“Gospel Glimpses”),
identifying whole-Bible themes that occur in the passage (“Whole-Bible
Connections”), and pinpointing Christian doctrines that are affirmed in the
passage (“Theological Soundings”).
The final component to each unit is a section for reflecting on personal and
practical implications from the passage at hand. The layout provides space for
recording responses to the questions proposed, and we think readers need to
do this to get the full benefit of the exercise. The series also includes definitions
of key words. These definitions are indicated by a note number in the text and
are found at the end of each chapter.
Lastly, for help in understanding the Bible in this deeper way, we would urge
the reader to use the ESV Bible and the ESV Study Bible, which are available
online at www.esvbible.org. The Knowing the Bible series is also available online.
Additional 12-week studies covering each book of the Bible will be added as
they become available.
May the Lord greatly bless your study as you seek to know him through knowing his Word.
J. I. Packer
Lane T. Dennis
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Week 1: Ov erview

Getting Acquainted
Ecclesiastes states powerfully and repeatedly that everything is meaningless
(“vanity”) without a proper focus on God. The book reveals the necessity of
fearing God in a fallen and frequently confusing and frustrating world.
People seek lasting significance, but no matter how great their accomplishments, they are unable to achieve the significance they desire. What spoils
life, according to Ecclesiastes, is the attempt to get more out of life—out of
work, pleasure, money, food, or knowledge—than life itself can provide. This
is not fulfilling and leads to weariness, which is why the book begins and ends
with the exclamation “All is vanity.” This refrain is repeated throughout the
entire book.
No matter how wise or rich or successful one may be, one cannot find meaning
in life apart from God. In Ecclesiastes, the fact that “all is vanity” should drive
all to fear God,1 whose work endures forever. God does what he will, and all
beings and all of creation stand subject to him. Rather than striving in futile
attempts to gain meaning on our own terms, what truly is significant is taking
pleasure in God and his gifts and being content with what little life has to offer
and what God gives. (For further background, see the ESV Study Bible, pages
1193–1196; available online at www.esvbible.org.)
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Placing It in the Larger Story
Like the other Wisdom Literature in the Bible, Ecclesiastes is concerned with
imparting wisdom and teaching people to fear the Lord. However, Ecclesiastes
serves as a balance for the practical wisdom of Proverbs. Although Ecclesiastes
finds practical wisdom beneficial, it comes to it along a more reflective path.
Where Job asks for personal vindication, Ecclesiastes shares in Job’s intensity
but its search is for happiness and something that will endure. Ecclesiastes is
consistent with the rest of Scripture in its explanation that true wisdom is to
fear God even when we cannot see all that God is doing. We can leave it to him
to make sense of it all.
Ecclesiastes describes the meaninglessness of living without God. We see that
God created the world and called it “good.” But despite this original goodness,
humanity fell into sin, and all creation was subjected to the curse of God. This
brought into the world meaninglessness, violence, and frustration. Graciously,
God did not leave his creation to an endless round of meaninglessness. God’s
response to sin is to redeem, renew, restore, and recreate. The Bible traces this
history of salvation2 from beginning to end. While this process starts immediately after the fall,3 God’s rescue mission culminates in Jesus Christ, who
has rescued us from the meaninglessness of the curse that plagues us. Christ
rescues us from the vanity of the world by subjecting himself to the same vanity of the world. He who is God chose to subject himself to the conditions of
the world under covenant curse in order to rescue the world from the effects
of that curse.

Key Verses
“Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity” (Eccles. 1:2).
“Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher; all is vanity” (Eccles. 12:8).
“Whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything
taken from it. God has done it, so that people fear before him” (Eccles. 3:14).

Date and Historical Background
The book of Ecclesiastes is named after its central character, Qoheleth (translated
“the Preacher” in the ESV). Qoheleth is the Hebrew title translated Ekklēsiastēs
in Greek.
Traditional Jewish and Christian scholarship has often ascribed authorship to
Solomon (10th century BC), since the book describes the Preacher as the “son
8
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of David, king in Jerusalem” (1:1) and as someone who was surpassingly wise
(1:16) and had a very prosperous reign (2:1–9).
Other scholars think it was a writer later than Solomon. The term “son of David”
could be used to refer to anyone in the line of David—it is used of Joseph, for
example (Matt. 1:20). Also, the language of the book differs in a number of
ways from that found in Solomon’s other writings. The Hebrew language used
in the book is widely believed to indicate a date later than the 10th century BC.
Strictly speaking, the book is anonymous, given that no personal name is attached
to it. Since Scripture is silent on the matter, we cannot be confident in identifying the Preacher. In any case, the book claims its wisdom comes ultimately from
the “one Shepherd” (12:11), the Lord himself (Gen. 48:15; Pss. 23:1; 28:9; 80:1).

Outline
I. Introduction and Theme (1:1–3)
II. First Catalog of “Vanities” (1:4–2:26)
III. Poem: A Time for Everything (3:1–8)
IV. Fear God, the Sovereign One (3:9–15)
V. Second Catalog of “Vanities” (3:16–4:16)
VI. Fear God, the Holy and Righteous One (5:1–7)
VII. Life “Under the Sun” (5:8–7:24)
VIII. The Heart of the Problem: Sin (7:25–29)
IX. More on Life “Under the Sun” (8:1–12:7)
X. Final Conclusion and Epilogue (12:8–14)

As You Get Started . . .
What is your understanding of how Ecclesiastes helps us understand more
fully the whole storyline of the Bible? Do you have an idea of how aspects of
the book’s message are found elsewhere in the Old Testament and fulfilled in
the New Testament?
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What is your current understanding of what Ecclesiastes contributes to
Christian theology? From your current knowledge of Ecclesiastes, what does
this book teach us about God, sin, salvation, Jesus Christ, the church, the gospel, and other doctrines?

What aspects of Ecclesiastes have confused you? Are there any specific questions you hope to resolve through this study?

As You Finish This Unit . . .
Take a few moments now to ask the Lord to bless you, change you, and help you
understand and apply the unique aspects of the gospel to your life.

Definitions
1

F ear of the Lord – Fear of the Lord is a godly, wise fear that demonstrates awe and reverence for the allpowerful God (Prov. 1:7).

2

 istory of salvation – God’s unified plan for all of history to accomplish the salvation of his people. He accomH
plished this salvation plan in the work of Jesus Christ on earth by his life, crucifixion, burial, and resurrection
(Eph. 1:10–12). The consummation of God’s plan will take place when Jesus Christ comes again to establish the
“new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells” (2 Pet. 3:13).

3

F all, the – Adam and Eve’s disobedience of God by eating the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil, resulting in their loss of innocence and favor with God and the introduction of sin and its effects into the
world (Genesis 3; Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15:21–22).
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