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1. Abstract of Fuhr, Ecclesiastes, Session 4, Theology and Anthropology, Time, Biblicalelearning.org, BeL
Dr. Al Fuhr's lecture on Ecclesiastes explores the book's central theme of life's heaviness and vanity, examining Kohelet's search for meaning within a seemingly absurd world. The lecture analyzes key motifs, including wisdom's limitations, the sovereign God's relationship with humanity, and the concept of time, highlighting the tension between God's control and humanity's limitations. Fuhr discusses the significance of the Hebrew terms "Hevel" and "Yitron," and proposes that Ecclesiastes, while acknowledging God's sovereignty, also emphasizes the human need for practical wisdom and appropriate action. The lecture ultimately suggests that the book points toward a future judgment, offering hope despite the present uncertainties.
2.  13 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of 
Dr. Fuhr, Ecclesiastes, Session 4 –  Double click icon to play in Windows media player or go to the Biblicalelearning.org [BeL] Site and click the audio podcast link there (Old Testament  Psalms and Wisdom  Ecclesiastes). 
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Okay, here is a detailed briefing document summarizing the main themes and ideas from the provided excerpts of Dr. Al Fuhr's lecture on Ecclesiastes, Session 4:
Briefing Document: Dr. Al Fuhr on Ecclesiastes, Session 4
Executive Summary: Dr. Fuhr's lecture focuses on key themes in Ecclesiastes, particularly the “heaviness of life,” the limitations of human wisdom, the tension between God's sovereignty and humanity’s limitations, and the concept of time. He explores these ideas through the lens of Kohelet's (the author's) perspective, highlighting his observations and vexations within the “under the sun” perspective. The lecture also examines the practical wisdom found in Ecclesiastes, while noting that it doesn't offer a comprehensive solution to life's dilemmas but rather provides guidance within a complex, fallen world.
Key Themes and Ideas:
1. The Heaviness of Life:
· Core Concept: The overarching theme of Ecclesiastes is the "heaviness" or burden of life. This encompasses the fleeting nature of existence, aging, mortality, and the sense that life is often absurd and doesn't make sense through human reason.
· Quote: "So far as we've been surveying the Book of Ecclesiastes with a thematic motif-driven approach, we've found that the heaviness of life is absolutely essential to understand in interpreting and reading the Book of Ecclesiastes."
· Impact on Kohelet: This heaviness causes Kohelet great "vexation" and "angst," as he grapples with the world's absurdities and his inability to resolve life's problems despite his wisdom.
· Absurdity: Life's occurrences often defy logic, presenting an affront to human reasoning. This perceived absurdity contributes to the feeling of heaviness. "Things happen in this world, this fallen world of existence, that just don't make sense. They're an affront to human reason, and that too Kohelet proclaims to be heavy."


1. The Under-the-Sun Perspective:
· Core Concept: Kohelet's perspective is described as "under-the-sun," meaning his observations are horizontal, based on earthly experiences, not direct divine revelation.
· Clarification: This perspective is not a sign of spiritual backsliding or rejection of God. Rather, Kohelet operates as a wise sage analyzing life through observation and reasoning rather than with the authority of a prophet.
· Quote: "The idea is that Kohelet's journey is taken from a horizontal perspective. That doesn't mean it's a backslidden perspective... It just simply means as a wise sage, he's not speaking thus saith the Lord."
1. Wisdom's Limitations:
· Core Concept: While wisdom is essential and beneficial, it ultimately cannot provide a complete solution to life's fundamental problems. Kohelet seeks "Yitron" (gain, profit, or surplus) - a resolution to the "hevel" (futility) of life - but finds that even his wisdom falls short.
· Quote: "We find that wisdom is seen to be good, it brings good things to mankind. It's certainly better than folly but ultimately wisdom is unable to provide that solution."
· Ultimate Frustration: Despite Kohelet's wisdom, he acknowledges that he can't understand everything, particularly God's actions or the future. This is a source of frustration.
· Quote: "Despite all his efforts to search it out, man cannot discover its meaning. If even a wise man claims he knows, he cannot really comprehend it."
1. God's Sovereignty and Human Limitation:
· Core Concept: A major theological theme is the vast difference between the sovereign God and limited mortal man. God is in control, and humanity's efforts, even with wisdom, are subject to God's will.
· Great Chasm: There is a profound chasm between the transcendent, holy God and humanity, which is evident in Ecclesiastes 5:2. "God is in heaven and you are on earth so let your words be few."
· Sovereignly Imposed Limitation: Man's limitations are not just a natural consequence of mortality but are seemingly imposed by God as a reminder of His ultimate control. This is meant to prevent mankind from having a "Tower of Babel moment" and claiming divine status.
· Quote: "...it's not just that man is limited in what he is able to do and what capacity he is able to bring in this fallen world, but it's also that this seems to be imposed upon him by God."
· Emphasis on Elohim: God is consistently referred to as "Elohim" in Ecclesiastes, rather than the covenant name "Yahweh," possibly emphasizing God's transcendence and relationship with all humanity, rather than a covenantal one with Israel. "The book of Ecclesiastes... is very much centered on God's relationship with all of mankind, and it seems to draw some sense of distance between God and man."
· Practical Theology: While exploring futility and the limits of wisdom, Kohelet also investigates ways that man might find advantage and success within the world.
1. God's Involvement and Transcendence:
· Core Concept: While transcendent, God is not a deistic deity but is actively involved in the world. However, his involvement is often mysterious and beyond human comprehension, causing Kohelet more frustration.
· Evidence of Involvement: God is shown to be pleased or angered by man's actions, and he gives gifts (wisdom, knowledge, happiness) and tasks to man.
· Quote: "A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work. This too I see is from the hand of God."
· Emphasis on Sovereignty: God's sovereignty is continually emphasized from the beginning to the end of Ecclesiastes, highlighting that God's will cannot be undone, and man cannot control the future. "Consider what God has done. Who can straighten what He has made crooked?" (7:13)
· Examples of God's Sovereignty: The lecture provides numerous examples of verses reflecting God's sovereignty: 1:15, 6:10, 7:13, 9:11-12.
1. Man's Limited Control:
· Core Concept: Kohelet repeatedly emphasizes man's lack of control over his future, his inability to leave a lasting legacy, and his inability to fully understand God's actions. "No man knows when his hour will come." (9:12)
· Lack of Knowledge: Man doesn't know what will happen after he dies, what is good for him in this life, or what God is doing.
· Fleeting Nature: The "hevel" nature of life is highlighted, emphasizing the ephemeral nature of human existence.
· Lack of Lasting Legacy: Man cannot leave a legacy that lasts beyond his own life.
· Quote: "There is no remembrance of men of old, and even those who are yet to come will not be remembered by those who follow a lack of lasting legacy." (1:11)
1. Navigating Life's Uncertainties (Practical Wisdom):
· Core Concept: Although man cannot control the future or understand God's plans, there is practical wisdom to be found in Ecclesiastes to navigate the world.
· Reverence: It is better to fear God, recognizing His authority and avoiding tempting fate or God.
· Quote: "The man who fears God will avoid all extremes."
· Avoiding Extremes: Kohelet advises against being "over-righteous" or "over-wicked," not as a moral compromise, but because these positions may bring about astonishment or premature death in a world where the righteous sometimes perish and the wicked live long. Rather, embrace a balanced approach, doing what is good, while also recognizing the lack of control.
· "Enjoy Life" Refrains: The lecture mentions "enjoy life" refrains, where Kohelet suggests finding satisfaction in simple pleasures and work, as gifts from God.
1. God's Purpose and the Imposition of Limitation
· Purpose of Limitation: God actively imposes limitations on humankind to cultivate reverence. This is a check against pride and the attempt to become divine.
· Quote: "God does it so that men will fear Him, or revere Him."
1. The Concept of Time:
· Core Concept: The lecture examines the poem on time in Ecclesiastes 3, acknowledging the fluid and ambiguous nature of the Hebrew word "et" (time). Time can denote a point, event, or an appropriate season.
· Interpretations of Time: Dr. Fuhr discusses five potential interpretations of time within the poem: Divine determinism, God's cyclical occurrences, God's suitable design, wisdom's role in responding, and wisdom's role in determining good timing.
· God's and Man's Involvement: The poem on time reflects both God's sovereignty in determining or orchestrating events, and also man's response, as a wise person. This interplay creates the tension present throughout Ecclesiastes.
· Future Judgement: The lecture points to verses 1 and 17 of chapter 3 as an “inclusio,” drawing attention to God's future judgment. There will be a time for every deed, including justice, and it is possible this may be in a post-life existence, addressing the dilemma of the righteous sometimes perishing and the wicked prospering.
Conclusion:
Dr. Fuhr’s analysis reveals Ecclesiastes as a complex exploration of life's heaviness, the limitations of human understanding, and the tension between a sovereign God and limited humanity. While Kohelet grapples with the absurdities and injustices of the world, he also offers practical wisdom for navigating a challenging existence under God’s ultimate authority. The lecture emphasizes that while wisdom and practical living are valuable, they do not provide ultimate solutions to the dilemmas of mortality and the often perplexing ways of the divine, and that a day of reckoning is suggested.
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Ecclesiastes Study Guide: Session 4
Quiz
Instructions: Answer the following questions in 2-3 sentences each.
1. According to the text, what are some of the ways in which the heaviness of life is reflected in Ecclesiastes?
2. What does the "under-the-sun" perspective mean in the context of Kohelet's observations?
3. What is the significance of the term "Yitron" in Kohelet's search for a solution?
4. Why does Kohelet become frustrated with wisdom, even though he acknowledges its value?
5. What is meant by "sovereignly imposed limitation" and how does it relate to the relationship between God and man in Ecclesiastes?
6. Why is God referred to as "Elohim" rather than "Yahweh" in the book of Ecclesiastes, according to the text?
7. In what way is God involved in the affairs of mankind, according to the text, even though He is seen as transcendent?
8. What do the proverbial statements about God's sovereignty in Ecclesiastes emphasize about man's limitations?
9. According to Kohelet, why is man unable to leave a lasting legacy?
10. What does the poem in chapter 3 about a time for everything suggest about God's involvement, man's wisdom, and the concept of time?
Answer Key
1. The heaviness of life is reflected in the transience and fleeting nature of life, the reality of aging and death, and the inability of humans to find solutions to the problems of the world. It is also reflected in the absurdities and frustrations that arise in a fallen world.
2. The "under-the-sun" perspective refers to Kohelet's horizontal viewpoint as a wise sage, making observations based on his experiences and reason without claiming divine revelation. It does not imply a backslidden perspective, but rather a human and earthly one.
3. "Yitron," translated as gain, surplus, or profit, represents the solution to the dilemma of "Hevel," the futility and vanity of life. Kohelet undertakes his wisdom journey to seek this "Yitron" as a way to address the heaviness of life.
4. Kohelet is frustrated because, despite the goodness of wisdom and its superiority to folly, it cannot provide a complete solution to life's heaviness. Ultimately, even the wisest person cannot comprehend God's actions or the future.
5. "Sovereignly imposed limitation" refers to the idea that God not only limits man's capabilities due to mortality, but also seems to actively enforce these limitations to prevent man from having the ultimate say, to remind mankind that it is God that is sovereign.
6. The use of "Elohim" instead of "Yahweh" highlights God's transcendence and sovereignty over all of mankind, rather than the covenantal relationship He has with Israel. It suggests a more distant, less relational view of God in Ecclesiastes.
7. God is involved in the affairs of mankind by meting out both good and bad fortune, being pleased or angered by human actions, and rewarding the righteous. However, He is not directly relational to humanity in the way that scripture often portrays, which leads to frustration.
8. These statements emphasize that even a wise man is unable to alter or comprehend what God has ordained and that man is limited in ability to change the future that God holds. It emphasizes God's sovereignty over all things and the limitations imposed on mankind.
9. According to Kohelet, man is unable to leave a lasting legacy because all achievements, actions, and memories eventually fade with time and are forgotten. No matter how great a person may be, they will eventually die and be forgotten.
10. The poem suggests that God has designed suitable times for all things, while also emphasizing man's limitations in controlling or even understanding these times. It may also point to the wisdom needed to react appropriately to different times.


Essay Questions
1. Discuss the tension between the practical wisdom offered in Ecclesiastes and the overarching theme of "Hevel." How does Kohelet reconcile these two aspects of his exploration of life?
2. Explore the implications of Kohelet's emphasis on God's sovereignty and mankind's limitations. How do these ideas contribute to the overall message of the book of Ecclesiastes?
3. Analyze the significance of Kohelet's use of "Elohim" rather than "Yahweh" in the book of Ecclesiastes. What does this choice reveal about his perspective on God's relationship with humanity?
4. Examine the various interpretations of the poem on time in chapter 3. How do these interpretations reflect the complex relationship between God and man in the book of Ecclesiastes?
5. How does Kohelet address the issue of justice in a world filled with apparent absurdities and injustices? How does his perspective on God's judgment contribute to the message of the book?


Glossary of Key Terms
· Hevel: A Hebrew term that is often translated as vanity, futility, or meaningless. It refers to the transient and elusive nature of life and its endeavors as explored in the book of Ecclesiastes.
· Yitron: A Hebrew term that means gain, surplus, or profit. It refers to the solution or advantage that Kohelet seeks as an answer to the dilemma of "Hevel."
· Under-the-sun perspective: Kohelet's horizontal viewpoint from a human perspective as a wise sage, making observations based on his experiences and reason without claiming divine revelation.
· Sovereignly imposed limitation: The idea that God not only limits man's capabilities because of mortality, but also seems to actively enforce these limitations to prevent man from having the ultimate say.
· Elohim: A Hebrew term that is often translated as God, particularly referring to the Creator. It is used throughout the book of Ecclesiastes rather than the covenantal name Yahweh.
· Yahweh: The personal covenant name of God in the Old Testament, often translated as Lord. It is not used in the book of Ecclesiastes.
· Tov: A Hebrew word meaning "good." In Ecclesiastes, it often refers to the good things that can be found despite the heaviness of life.
· 'Inyon: A Hebrew word referring to the burden or task that God has laid upon mankind; it can be translated as “affair” or “business.”
· Inclusio: A literary device in which a passage is bracketed by the same word or phrase at the beginning and end.
· Divine Determinism: The belief that all events are ultimately determined by God's will.
· Divine Providence: The belief that God is actively involved in the world, guiding and sustaining it.
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FAQ on the Book of Ecclesiastes
· What is the central theme or concept that shapes the Book of Ecclesiastes? The central theme is the "heaviness" of life, often described with the Hebrew word "hevel," which implies transience, futility, and absurdity. This heaviness arises from the limitations of human existence, the inevitability of aging and death, and the inability of humans to fully grasp or control the world around them. The book explores the human struggle to find meaning and purpose in a world marked by these elements.
· What does the book mean by the phrase "under the sun," and how does this perspective affect the book’s conclusions? The phrase "under the sun" represents a horizontal, earthly perspective. Kohelet (the author/speaker) observes life from a purely human standpoint, without direct revelation from God. This means that he is not using divine insight to solve the problems of life. It is a wisdom based approach, but one that is limited, leading to the observation of life's frustrating and unsolvable nature. This limits his conclusions to the observable world and human experience, and means he cannot offer solutions from a transcendent perspective.
· What is the role of wisdom in Ecclesiastes, and what are its limitations? Wisdom is presented as valuable and superior to folly, and is explored throughout the book, yet ultimately it fails to provide a solution to the "hevel" of life. Kohelet pursues wisdom in an attempt to find "yitron" (gain/profit) or a solution to life's problems, but discovers that even the wisest cannot comprehend God's ways, know the future, or overcome the limitations imposed by mortality. Therefore, while wisdom provides practical insights, it cannot offer ultimate answers or control over destiny.


· How does the Book of Ecclesiastes portray the relationship between God and humanity? The book emphasizes the vast chasm between the sovereign, transcendent God (Elohim) and limited, mortal humanity. It presents a relationship characterized by "sovereignly imposed limitation," where God actively restrains human ability and knowledge, and establishes what will occur. God's sovereignty is consistently emphasized, particularly through his role in controlling the future. The book does not portray God with the relational covenantal love typical of other parts of the Old Testament, but instead focuses on his transcendence and power over all of mankind.
· Why does Ecclesiastes predominantly use "Elohim" (God) rather than "Yahweh" (Lord), and what does that suggest? The consistent use of "Elohim," a more generic term for God, rather than "Yahweh," the covenant name, suggests a focus on God's relationship with all of mankind, rather than the specific covenant relationship with Israel. It emphasizes God's transcendence and sovereignty, rather than his relational closeness and compassionate involvement in human affairs. This highlights a more universal, less intimate, and more distant view of God's dealings with humankind.
· How does the book of Ecclesiastes explore the concept of time, and what is its relationship to God's sovereignty and man's limitations? The famous poem on time in chapter 3 explores the cyclical and contrasting nature of events and the limits of human control. The book sees time as both an element under God's sovereign control but also something that wise people should engage appropriately in their lives. However, the book also shows how men are limited in their capacity to know the future and what will happen. Ultimately, man is limited to observing the times, and it seems that Kohelet is suggesting that God will bring all of his judgments to bear at an appropriate time, even if it's not in this current world.
· According to Ecclesiastes, what is man's relationship to legacy and lasting impact? Ecclesiastes emphasizes humanity's inability to leave a lasting legacy. Even the most accomplished individuals will eventually be forgotten. Human efforts and achievements are viewed as temporary and ultimately futile in the face of time and death, as man passes away and has no memory or involvement in the world. This aspect adds to the sense of "hevel," reinforcing the limitations and transient nature of human existence.


· What practical wisdom does Ecclesiastes offer in the face of life's limitations and uncertainties? Despite recognizing life's frustrations, Ecclesiastes encourages enjoying the simple pleasures of life as gifts from God, such as eating, drinking, and finding satisfaction in work. It promotes a balanced approach to life, avoiding extremes of both wickedness and over-righteousness. The book suggests a kind of practical wisdom that acknowledges the presence of God, but is based on making the best of the life we have, knowing that it may all be for naught. This book is not saying that one should not fear God, but to live wisely in light of God's sovereignty while navigating an unpredictable world.
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