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INTRODUCTION TO ECCLESIASTES PART ONE 

 

I. INTRODUCTION: YOU ARE WHAT YOU THINK 

 
What you believe to be true will affect everything about you, your thoughts, hopes, desires, fears, 

will, action.  A few examples may help to illustrate this point. In 1991, a vicious, wicked man 

kidnapped an 11 year old girl. He held her for 18 years. During that time, she was brought out 

into public. There were times where she could have physically escaped and pled for help, but she 

did not: 

And finally, she said, she stayed because she had no place to go. During 18 years in 

captivity, she never tried to escape. 

"We went places later as a family, but never by myself," Dugard testified. "And I wanted 

him to teach me how to drive and stuff. And that never came. I didn't know what to do. I 

couldn't leave. I had the girls. I didn't know where to go, what I would do for money or 

anything. 

"I didn't have anything."
1
 

What she believed about the world was not true. Her family loved her and wanted her. The 

government was officially looking for her. She could have screamed for help when they were in 

a store, she could have demanded the police – but she did not. 

None of this is to place any accusation upon this woman. She was terrified and confused and lied 

to by a supremely wicked man. I have nothing but sympathy for her plight.   

What I hope you see is that what we believe to be true (in her case, that she could not escape, 

that there was no escape) controlled what she thought about her circumstances, what she hoped 

for, what she did.  

Now, the problem of Miss Dugard is the problem of all human beings. By nature, we don’t know  

the right things about ourselves, the Creator or the Creation.  As John Calvin explains in the very 

first of The Institutes of the Christian Religion our fundamental problem is that we do not know 

God rightly, therefore, we cannot know ourselves or anything else correctly: 

Again, it is certain that man never achieves clear knowledge of himself unless he has first 

looked upon God's face, and then descends from contemplating scrutinizing himself. For 

we always seem to ourselves righteous and upright and wise and holy -- this pride is 

                                                             
1
 http://articles.latimes.com/2011/jun/04/local/la-me-0604-jaycee-dugard-20110604/2, accessed February 23, 

2012. 
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innate in all of us -- unless by clear proofs we stand convinced of our own righteousness, 

foulness, folly, and impurity.
2
 

Our inability to think rightly came about as a result of Adam’s Fall: 

In this ruin of mankind no one now experiences God as either Father or as Author of salvation, 

or favorable in any way, until Christ the Mediator comes forward to reconcile them to us.
3
 

Indeed, we can know nothing rightly until we begin to rightly understand God: 

For this sense of the powers of God is for us that the teacher of piety, from which religion 

is born. I called piety that reverence joined with love of God which the knowledge of his 

benefits induces. For until men recognize that they owe everything to God, that they are 

nourished by his fatherly care, that he is the Author of their every good, that they should 

seek nothing beyond -- they will never yield and willing service. Nay, unless they 

establish their complete happiness in him, they will never give themselves truly and 

sincerely to him. 
4
 

So here is our problem, we think wrongly. Even after salvation, we continue to value things, to 

understand things, to believe things that are wrong. That is the reason that God repeatedly places 

emphasis upon teaching, preaching, study, meditation. The blessed man, "delights in the law of 

the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night" (Psalm 1:2). 

Right-thinking, right desires, right will and right action can only come from knowledge of, 

delight in, meditation upon the Word of God: 

Psalm 119:9–16 (ESV) 

9 How can a young man keep his way pure? By guarding it according to your word.  

10 With my whole heart I seek you; let me not wander from your commandments! 

11 I have stored up your word in my heart, that I might not sin against you.  

12 Blessed are you, O LORD; teach me your statutes!  

13 With my lips I declare all the rules of your mouth.  

14 In the way of your testimonies I delight as much as in all riches.  

                                                             
2
 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeil, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (1960; repr., 

Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 1:37. 
3
 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeil, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (1960; repr., 

Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 1:40. 
4
 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeil, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (1960; repr., 

Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 1:41. 
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15 I will meditate on your precepts and fix my eyes on your ways.  

16 I will delight in your statutes; I will not forget your word. 

It is only the believer, in-dwelt by the Spirit who can rightly profit from such study and 

meditation. However, the believer can also ignore his responsibility to know and love the Word 

of God. Therefore, God repeatedly instructs us, encourages us, commands us to know and study 

his Word.  

Unfortunately, living in this world, we can easily become distracted and confused in our 

thinking. Just as meditation upon God's Word affects our desires and behavior, meditation upon 

the world - when it is not made in accordance with God's Word - affects our desires and 

behavior. Such bad thinking leads to less than desirable outcomes. 

Just as the Bible commends right thinking, it condemns bad thinking. Interesting, it often refers 

to such bad thinking as taking place in the context of idolatry. 

II. THINKING ABOUT IDOLS 

A. Read Isaiah 44:9-20: 

9 
All who fashion idols are nothing, and the things they delight in do not profit. Their 

witnesses neither see nor know, that they may be put to shame. 
10 

Who fashions a god or 

casts an idol that is profitable for nothing? 
11 

Behold, all his companions shall be put to 

shame, and the craftsmen are only human. Let them all assemble, let them stand forth. 

They shall be terrified; they shall be put to shame together.  

12 
The ironsmith takes a cutting tool and works it over the coals. He fashions it with 

hammers and works it with his strong arm. He becomes hungry, and his strength fails; he 

drinks no water and is faint. 
13 

The carpenter stretches a line; he marks it out with a 

pencil. He shapes it with planes and marks it with a compass. He shapes it into the figure 

of a man, with the beauty of a man, to dwell in a house. 
14 

He cuts down cedars, or he 

chooses a cypress tree or an oak and lets it grow strong among the trees of the forest. He 

plants a cedar and the rain nourishes it. 
15 

Then it becomes fuel for a man. He takes a part 

of it and warms himself; he kindles a fire and bakes bread. Also he makes a god and 

worships it; he makes it an idol and falls down before it. 
16 

Half of it he burns in the fire. 

Over the half he eats meat; he roasts it and is satisfied. Also he warms himself and says, 

“Aha, I am warm, I have seen the fire!” 
17 

And the rest of it he makes into a god, his idol, 

and falls down to it and worships it. He prays to it and says, “Deliver me, for you are my 

god!”  

18 
They know not, nor do they discern, for he has shut their eyes, so that they cannot see, 

and their hearts, so that they cannot understand. 
19 

No one considers, nor is there 

knowledge or discernment to say, “Half of it I burned in the fire; I also baked bread on its 
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coals; I roasted meat and have eaten. And shall I make the rest of it an abomination? 

Shall I fall down before a block of wood?” 
20 

He feeds on ashes; a deluded heart has led 

him astray, and he cannot deliver himself or say, “Is there not a lie in my right hand?”  

Analysis: 

1. What is the circumstance being described? 

2. Verse 17, what happens? 

3. What is the effect of idolatry? v. 18 

 a. Thinking: 

 b. Seeing: 

 c. Hearing: 

 d. Heart: 

4. How does the prophet describe the idol (v. 20)? 

 

B. Read Psalm 115:4-8: 

 Psalm 115:4–9 (ESV)  

 
4 
 Their idols are silver and gold,  

the work of human hands.  

 
5 
 They have mouths, but do not speak;  

eyes, but do not see.  

 
6 
 They have ears, but do not hear;  

noses, but do not smell.  

 
7 
 They have hands, but do not feel;  

feet, but do not walk;  

and they do not make a sound in their throat.  

 
8 
 Those who make them become like them;  

so do all who trust in them.  
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Analysis: 

1. What is the situation being described? 

2. What is the effect of idolatry? 

 a. Mouths: 

 b. Eyes: 

 c. Ear: 

 d. Noses: 

 e. Hands: 

 f. Feet: 

 g. Throat: 

 

C. What is an idol?  

Thomas Watson helps us here: 

(2) To LOVE anything more than God, is to make it a god. If we love our ESTATE 

[property – your car, house, television, boat, retirement account] more than God, we 

make it a god. The young man in the gospel loved his gold better than his Savior; the world 

lay nearer his heart than Christ. Matt 19:22. "This gold with its glitter blinds the eyes. "The 

covetous man is called an idolater. Eph 5:5. Why so? Because he loves his estate more than 

God, and so makes it his god. Though he does not bow down to an idol, if he worships the 

engraved image in his coins, he is an idolater. That which has most of the heart, we make a 

god of. 

If we love our PLEASURE [entertainment, movies, music, food, vacation, approval of 

other human beings] more than God, we make a god of it. "Lovers of pleasures more than 

lovers of God." 2 Tim 3:4. Many let loose the reins, and give themselves up to all manner of 

sensual delights; they idolize pleasure. "They take the timbrel, and the harp, and rejoice at the 

sound of the organ. They spend their days in mirth." Job 21:12, 13. I have read of a place in 

Africa, where the people spend all their time in dancing and making merry; and have not we 

many who make a god of pleasure, who spend their time in going to plays and visiting ball-

rooms, as if God had made them like the leviathan, to play in the water? Psalm 104:26. In the 

country of Sardinia there is a certain herb, that if any one eats too much of it, he will die 

laughing: such a herb is pleasure, if anyone feeds immoderately on it, he will go laughing to 

hell. Let such as make a god of pleasure read but these two Scriptures. "The heart of fools is 

in the house of mirth." Eccl 7:4. "She has lived in luxury and pleasure, so match it now with 
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torments and sorrows." Rev 18:7. Sugar laid in a damp place turns to water; so all the sugared 

joys and pleasures of sinners will turn to the water of tears at last. 

If we love our BELLY [your desires of any sort whatsoever, whether food, physical 

sensation, etc.] more than God, we make a god of it. "Whose god is their belly." Phil 3:19. 

Clemens Alexandrinus writes of a fish that had its heart in its belly; an emblem of epicures, 

whose heart is in their belly; their belly is their God, and to this God they pour drink 

offerings. The Lord allows what is fitting for the recruiting of nature. "I will send grass, that 

you may eat and be full." Deut 11:15. But to mind nothing but the indulging of the appetite, is 

idolatry. "Whose god is their belly." What pity is it, that the soul, that princely part, which 

sways the scepter of reason and is akin to angels, should be enslaved to the brutish part! 

If we love a CHILD [your family, your friends, your desire for a spouse, any sort of 

human relationship] more than God, we make a god of it. How many are guilty in this kind? 

They think more of their children, and delight more in them than in God; they grieve more for 

the loss of their first-born, than for the loss of their first love. This is to make an idol of a 

child, and to set it in God's place. Thus God is often provoked to take away our children. If 

we love the jewel more than him who gave it, God will take away the jewel, that our love 

may return to him again. 

Analysis: 

1. What is an idol? 

2. Does Watson condemn loving one’s family or eating or pleasure? 

3. What then is wrong with family, or eating or pleasure? 

 

D. Some Conclusions: 

1. We live in a world of idolatry. Idolatry is infectious, devastating, almost unavoidable.  

2. Some self-examination exercises: 

a. First, hold up your true love for God – not the love you would hope to have, the 

love you know you should have. Weigh your actual love for God. You can see 

that in your time, your attention, your desires, your will, your behavior. 

 b. Second, hold up your love for the creature – any estate, pleasure, belly, family. 

c. Third, compare the two. Do you find that you actually love any-thing more than 

God? 

d. What is that called? 
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3. What is the effect of idolatry? Don’t just repeat what is said in the sections quoted above. 

What does it mean to say that idolatry affects what one sees or hears or thinks? Give 

some tangible examples. 

III. PREPARE YOUR MINDS FOR ACTION 

A. Read 1 Peter 1:13–16  

13 
Therefore, preparing your minds for action, and being sober-minded, set your hope 

fully on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ. 
14 

As 

obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, 
15 

but as 

he who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, 
16 

since it is written, “You 

shall be holy, for I am holy.”  

B. Analysis: 

1. What is the first word in verse 13? 

That “therefore” refers back to all the information Peter has given in the preceding 12 

verses. In that space, Peter has spoken of the work of the Trinity, specifically referencing 

the Father, Son and Spirit, in election, calling, evangelism, salvation, sanctification, 

glorification. In short, Peter has provided them knowledge. 

2. Therefore, what is the basis for their hope? 

3. Look at verse 14: What are they not to do?
5
 

4. Their “former” desires were based upon what? 

5. Thus, what would be the basis for different-new desires? 

6. Verses 15-16 command what? 

7. Look at verses 13-14: Draw a connection between knowledge, desire (passions) and 

holiness: 

IV. PUTTING THE PARTS TOGETHER: 

Idolatry makes you stupid. It corrupts your ability to understand the world. It corrupts your 

ability to think. Thus, it corrupts your ability to desire God. If you cannot desire God, you cannot 

hope for the return of Christ. If you cannot hope for the return of Christ, you cannot be holy. 

Hebrews 12:14 (ESV)  

                                                             
5
 The effect of such “former ignorance” was to kill Jesus (Acts 3:14-15). 
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14 
Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the 

Lord.  

This is what I want you to see. You cannot pursue holiness, if you cannot think. Very important: 

THINKING DOES NOT MEAN SOME SORT OF ACADEMIC EXERCISE. IT DOES NOT 

MEAN GOOD GRADES IN HIGH SCHOOL OR A HIGH IQ SCORE. 

In fact, being very smart in those terms tends to make the good sort of thinking more difficult. A 

physicist with an IQ of 190 has no advantage over the poorly educated peasant farmer with an IQ 

of 85. This is not about getting a grade.  

Rather, we must be concerned with the thinking which is clear of idolatry; a thinking which 

follows naturally from a clear sight of Christ. 

Living here in this world, your vision has been clouded and poisoned with idols. The entire 

creation – every square inch of it, every atom, every spiritual being, every stone and tree and bird 

– is a potential idol. 

How does God respond to that idolatry? What weapon does God use to untangle that idolatry and 

drive it from the human heart? 

The Spirit uses words to open the mystery of 1 Corinthians 2:12–13 (ESV)  

12 
Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that 

we might understand the things freely given us by God. 
13 

And we impart this in words 

not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those 

who are spiritual.  

The Holy Spirit changes your hearts and minds. It is not bare thinking; it is not simply a matter 

of intellectual effort. There must be the work of the Spirit to illuminate the words, so that the 

words reveal to us the Word. 

God takes the words of the Gospel and makes them real to us. Jonathan Edwards wrote a sermon 

called A Divine Supernatural Light. In that sermon, he sought to explain how God actually 

changes the human heart to move from darkness and rebellion against God (Eph. 2:1-3) to 

become a heart which savors the things of God in Jesus Christ. Let me give you a bit: 

So that the notions [that is, the ideas, the propositions] that are the subject matter of this 

light, are conveyed to the mind by the Word of God; but that due sense of the heart, 

wherein this light formally consists, is immediately [without any means – it happens 

without any obvious agency] by the Spirit of God. As for instance, that notion that there 

is a Christ, and that Christ is holy and gracious, is conveyed to the mind by the Word of 

God [an atheist could read the Bible and understand the words and the grammar]: but the 
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sense of the excellency of Christ by reason of that holiness and grace, is nevertheless 

immediately the work of the Holy Spirit. 

An analogy here might help: Imagine reading a love-letter addressed to someone else – perhaps 

to someone who lived long ago. You could read the letter and understand the words. You could 

study the grammar and the syntax and never know what it is to experience the love conveyed by 

the letter.  Now the one to whom the letter was addressed would read the words and the words 

would be linked with the conveyance of the love, but the love would not be in the words – rather 

the love is in the one who conveyed the words and uses the words to convey the love. 

God has given us a love letter – the written word of God. God uses the many words in the Bible 

to convey propositions to us to help us understand God, ourselves, and all of creation. Without 

those words, we could never understand anything correctly. The Holy Spirit uses those words as 

we think about them to change the way we think and so to change what we desire and so to 

change our will. 

Satan does not want you to think. Satan wants you to spend your precious ability to think on 

stupid things, pointless things – idolatrous things. And more the idolatry in your life, the less you 

will be able to think rightly. You see, you will be thinking all the time. You will be planning, 

desiring, plotting or promising. You all think all the time. The problem is not a lack of thinking 

at all – even watching television requires some thought – it is bad thinking: 

Therefore, the main reason God has given us minds is that we might seek out and find all 

the reasons that exist for treasuring him in all things and above all things. He created the 

world so that through it and above it we might treasure him. The more we see of his 

surpassing greatness and knowledge and wisdom and power and justice and wrath and 

mercy and patience and goodness and grace and love, the more we will treasure him. And 

the more we treasure him, the more he is consciously and joyfully glorified.
6
 

V. ECCLESIASTES 

Ecclesiastes is a book about thinking. Indeed, Qoheleth (I’ll explain that next week), the author, 

thinks out loud about everything. He picks up work and says, What have we here? Is this 

valuable? He looks at money and children and wives and death and sex and music and worship 

and youth and old age and politics and law. He holds up all of life and says, What can we make 

of this? 

Ecclesiastes is a difficult book to follow, because Qoheleth does not tell you what to think. 

Rather, he shows you how to think. The “how to think” takes place all over the Bible. However, 

in Ecclesiastes the emphasis is upon the nuts and bolts of the thinking process more than upon 

the conclusions. The conclusion will come at the end, but it takes a long time to get there.  

                                                             
6
 John Piper, Think: The Life of the Mind and the Love of God. 
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Qoheleth deconstructs idols. He tears them to shreds and affirms the wonder and beauty of life. 

He sees the absurdity of working to gather up a treasure to leave to a foolish son. He speaks of 

the joy of marriage in the midst of a vaporous life.  

In Proverbs we are told to seek wisdom. We are told that wisdom is better than foolishness. 

Qoheleth says, Wisdom is better than foolishness. Then switches gears and asks, Really? Wisdom 

is really better? Don’t wise men die, too? You read that and think, Yes, even Solomon died. 

Maybe wisdom doesn’t help that much. He leaves you there, goes on to other topics, only to 

circle back to this question about wisdom time and again. 

Ecclesiastes is a difficult book because we don't really come to a conclusion until the very end. 

In the meantime, all of your favorite idols and distractions, those sweet entertainments and 

aspirations which make up your life are held up, examined, and dashed to the ground. Yet even 

in his idol smashing party, Qoheleth commends joy – yes even commands joy: 

Go, eat your bread with joy, and drink your wine with a merry heart, for God has already 

approved what you do. Ecclesiastes 9:7 (ESV) 

More than one reader has gotten whiplash reading the book.  Due to the What about this side of 

the issue structure, it is not uncommon for commentators to suggest different authors worked on 

the text. One actually found nine different authors. 

Getting through this book will require effort and thought on your part. Like Qoheleth, I do not 

intend to merely tell you what to think. Rather, I intend to make you think. Between classes, read 

the book, think about what has been written, consider application – talk among yourselves. 

During our class time, I hope to spend time discussing the problems raised by the text. Bring 

questions, bring comments, bring application. If you expend the effort, you will find yourself 

well rewarded. If you flirt with being lazy, I commend to you Qoheleth’s observation: 

The fool folds his hands and eats his own flesh. Eccl. 4:5 

VI. NEXT WEEK 

Next week, we will make an overview of the book. We will look a bit at the question of 

authorship, the relationship of this book to the rest of the Bible, its structure, etc. On the 

following week, I intend to take Ecclesiastes 1:1-11. 

 


