《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments - Eccelesiastes》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

ECCLESIASTES, OR THE PREACHER.
This book is called in Hebrew קהלת CHOHELETH, convocator, or one who has collected the systems of moralists; but Ecclesiastes, or the Preacher, as in the Greek of the LXX, is thought more elegant. It comprises a review of life, in which five speakers at least are introduced: the disgusted courtier— the philosopher—the stoick—the epicure—the preacher. Hence it abounds with variation of opinion, with discordant sentiments, and systems at issue with one another. For want of distinguishing those speakers, whose notions the preacher attacks, as in chap. 12., men have wrested the sentiments in this book to their own destruction. They are ignorant that the preacher, towards the close especially, speaks like himself, and as a sincere believer in Moses and the prophets. “Fear God, and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.” As nature is not to be reproached for the discordant systems of philosophers, so neither is religion to be blamed for the wild theories of divines, who have misread her pages. Any doubts suggested by hypercritics respecting the author of this book, because some Chaldaic words are introduced, can have no weight against the faith of the Hebrew nation. Solomon was acquainted with the literature of Chaldea, of India, and of Egypt; and learned men of every age, and of every nation, have always introduced foreign words and phrases. The Hebrew book, SEDER ÔLAM, affirms, that Solomon wrote three books by the Holy Spirit; the Canticum, or Song of Songs, when young; the Proverbs, when a man; and the Ecclesiastes, when old. 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-18
Ecclesiastes 1:2. Vanity of vanities. This is the Hebrew form of the superlative degree of comparison; as, the heaven of heavens, the song of songs, &c. He adds, “vexation of spirit,” because his researches found neither bottom nor end. Thus Paul, in the study of providence, exclaimed, ο βαθος, “oh the depth!” We cannot penetrate far into the expanse of heaven, yet we see enough to charm the eye, and delight the mind.

Ecclesiastes 1:6. The wind goeth toward the south. Captain Dampier, a circumnavigator, has written on winds, with a view to assist sailors in their course. The subject did not escape the notice of Solomon. The sun rules the seasons, and the variations of the winds affect their mildness, or their rigour. Periodical winds are inscrutably regulated by the Creator. The whirl of the earth occasions easterly winds for twenty eight degrees, on each side the equator; then the eddies return and fall on the north of France and England, in south-west gales and showers, which make our climate so happy. In Canada they have north-west gales, from the snow-capt mountains, which make their winters severe. Dampier notices the land breezes all along the west coast of South America. Other phenomena of breeze and gale, of calm and hurricane, are occasioned by the rarity and density of the atmosphere.

Ecclesiastes 1:13. I gave my heart to seek and search out wisdom. After being a student of nature for half a century, he was no nearer an end. He surpassed all others, Ecclesiastes 1:16, in moral and physical science, as is allowed by the sacred historian, 1 Kings 4:30-34; yet the boundaries of infinity circumscribed at every point the daring stretches of his mind.

Ecclesiastes 1:18. He that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow. An attentive examination of false systems tends to becloud the understanding, and to induce a spirit of scepticism which it is difficult wholly to avoid, but which injures the peace and joy of early piety. The youthful mind is not able to follow the learned abettor of a system in the discrepancy of argument; and so doubts and sorrows follow him often to his grave. The grand seat of modern atheism in Europe, lies in the heart, the evil heart of unbelief. The characters of the men we know. They are seducers of women, lovers of wine, ambitious without bounds, and blasphemers of piety. “Oh my son, come not thou into their assembly.” 

REFLECTIONS.
Solomon had a most illustrious father, equally distinguished by piety, wisdom, and conquest. Solomon was born with a large share of intellectual powers, as appears from his choice of wisdom. He also spent his whole life in researches of sacred knowledge, and was painfully made to know his own heart by a transition from wisdom to folly, and by obscuring his religious glory with strange women at a pagan shrine. Fraught with all these treasures, treasures which cost him much, he comes forward to instruct posterity concerning the insufficiency of earthly bliss, and to guide them by early piety to the fear of God, and to all holy obedience. This wise prince, and father of moral philosophy, pregnant with his subject, five times repeats the words of his text. Vanity of vanities, saith the preacher; vanity of vanities, all is vanity, and vexation of spirit. I have been taught by my sire, that the heavens and the earth shall wax old, and perish as a garment. Psalms 102:25. So one generation passes away after another; the sun now shining in splendour hastes to hide behind the hill; the summer breezes wafting the fragrance of the south, recoil in the northern cold, nip the beauteous flowers, and cover the earth with snow. The majestic rivers lose their placid streams in the tumult of the troubled sea. Thus all nature is a routine of labour, vanity, and decay; the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear with hearing. This is the introduction to his book; the sentiments he strikingly exemplifies in his own life. Favoured with all the advantages of a king, he gave up a part of each day to literary pursuits, and eclipsed the east in wisdom. And what resources of happiness did it open in his soul? Why truly resources of vexation, grief, and sorrow. And have not the same sentiments been most tragically exemplified by the literati, who have figured away on the theatre of Europe for the last century? Born with gigantic powers of mind, they spent the whole of life in the acquisition of language and science; they acquired a superabundance of knowledge which operated as a chaos, from which their misguided heads and impure hearts could not deduce the plain principles of purity, happiness, and peace. They affected to grasp the world of science, while they remained completely ignorant of their own hearts. They obtruded themselves as preceptors of princes, and lawgivers to the people, while they knew not how to govern themselves. They despised marriage, the purest source of social bliss; they flattered the great, and imitated them in their crimes. They talked of the law of nature and of nations with passions unrestrained: for in fact, they acknowledged no law but the dogmas of their own school. Of virtue, they talk with a divine reverence; but the sequel proved it was merely to give circulation to their books, and the more effectually to corrupt the incautious public in principle and practice. Hence they were adored in literary fame; but on approaching them in the habits of domestic life, they were presently despised and hated. The sacred volume alone forms the grand barrier against the inundation of their principles. Against that book therefore they pointed all their artillery of satire and wit, for argument they had none; and against piety and holiness, somewhat disfigured by superstition, they discovered the enmity of their hearts. Thus they were impoverished by pride, restless by dissipation, abandoned of patrons, and secretly pursued by the avenging hand of heaven. Thus Rousseau, impelled by misery, forsook France, and sought in Switzerland the innocent joys of early life; but wept while he sat on a rock and saw the happiness of the peasants. Thus all knowledge which does not lead the soul to a resemblance of God, realizes the closing maxim of this chapter: He that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-26
Ecclesiastes 2:1. Enjoy pleasure. The first doctrine of Epicurus, whose system is here rebutted. Acts 17:18.

Ecclesiastes 2:2. I said of laughter, of all forced and frantic joy, it is mad. Chaldaic, “derision, insanity.” Why should the culprit dance and sing the night before his execution? No charm of atheism can silence the secret voice in the heart, concerning the possibility of a future world. Who then would not prefer the sober sentiment of Joshua, “I am this day going the way of all the earth.”

Ecclesiastes 2:5. I made me gardens and orchards, and paradises, as in the Hebrew, with pools of water; and imported exotic plants from India. I planted trees. Dr. Lightfoot gives a curious criticism out of the Targums. “I planted me all trees of spice, which the goblins and demons brought out of India. And the bound of it was from the wall that is in Jerusalem, to the bank of the waters of Siloam.” See Nehemiah 2:14; Nehemiah 3:15. Learning was then very low in the Hebrew schools.

Ecclesiastes 2:17. Therefore I hated life; that is, as in the next verse, I hated all my labour. I ceased to survey my palaces and gardens with pleasure. I knew not for whom I was doing all this. True is the saying, He builds too low, who builds below the skies.

REFLECTIONS.
Solomon here attacks the Epicurean system, which places all happiness in sensual pleasure. His whole reign is a complete refutation of that theory. He sought happiness in pleasant company, and in a cheerful use of wine at the princely banquet, but he was disappointed, for the spirits unnaturally raised by wine, sink into depression; and intemperance satiates the soul.

He employed himself very much in the latter part of life in beautifying his plantations, walks, pools, and gardens. The opulent do the same in every age: this also is vanity. They die before they have completed their plans, and cannot tell who shall enjoy their work. Besides, the superb palace and its enchanting scenes attach the heart too much to this life, and make an invitation to the paradise above an unwelcome message, though in itself the highest of all favours. This also is vanity, for the wise man dieth as the fool; they mingle in the common dust, and in a few ages, the antiquaries cannot exactly say where the palace stood. When Solomon thought of this, he hated his works; for as he feared, so it happened; he was doing all this for a foolish son.

After this mental conflict, Solomon came to an admirable issue, that wisdom excelled folly as light excels darkness: Ecclesiastes 2:13-14. The wise man’s eyes are in his head, to profit by the good which heaven bestows, and thence deduce just conclusions for the conduct of life. There is nothing better for a man than to eat and drink, and labour in moderation; then he has pleasure but not pain; then he has joy but not distraction; for God gives to the good man wisdom and joy; but to the sinner he gives travail and distraction, that he may hoard up riches for the good to possess. So providence delights to strip the avaricious of wealth, and to entrust it in better hands. 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-22
Ecclesiastes 3:1. To every thing there is a season. The seasons of the year are four. But the Zodiac, Job 9., divides the times into twelve signs. In a similar manner are the labours of the husbandmen, the shepherds, and the gardeners divided: the text refers to the actions of men.

Ecclesiastes 3:11. He hath set the world in their heart, so that no man can find out the work that God maketh. “Que l’ homme puisse comprendre l’ œuvre que Dieu a faite,” that man may comprehend the work that God hath made, from one end to the other; yea, that they may see the wisdom, love, and power of the Creator in all his works. This reading is preferable to the English version.

Ecclesiastes 3:14. I know that whatsoever God doeth, it shall be for ever. He will preserve the plants in the vegetable kingdom; the birds, beasts and fishes in the animal kingdom, with unremitting care: “none of them shall want his mate.” It is nevertheless a fact, we must confess, that many plants and living beings existed in the world before the flood, which now are nowhere to be found.

Ecclesiastes 3:21. Who knoweth the spirit of [the sons of] men that goeth upward: whether it return or ascend to God, as it descended from him at first. Genesis 2:7. This is a point the brutish man could not define, though Solomon himself had no doubt. He says in Ecclesiastes 3:17, that God shall judge the righteous and the wicked. He also affirms “that the spirit returns to God who gave it:” Ecclesiastes 12:7.

REFLECTIONS.
The natural or animal man, receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God. 1 Corinthians 2:14, He talks here of births and deaths, of sorrow and joy, of gain and loss, without any regard to God, or providence, or a future state. He sees no moral connection between the actions of men and their Maker. But Solomon draws a just conclusion, in advising a man to be happy in studying such works as are open to contemplation; to be happy in his labour, in his food, and family enjoyments, and to receive with hallowed delight the good things of the present life. While Solomon was contemplating the character of the brutish man, he saw in the bottom of his heart a source of wickedness which excited his indignation. I saw, he says, in the place of judgment, wickedness, bribery, and corruption. I saw in the place of righteousness, where equity should be done, iniquity defiling the hands of the judges. Therefore I said in my heart, God will judge the judges; that he would open out and make manifest their wickedness. My estimate was, that the sons of men are themselves but brutes, and shall perish like the beasts of the earth. 

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-16
Ecclesiastes 4:2. Wherefore I praised the dead—more than the living, who are robbed, fleeced, and exposed to incessant afflictions, from oppression and war. Solomon alludes to extreme cases, such as our Saviour foretold would befal the Jews in their revolt against the Romans; when men should say, Blessed are the breasts that never gave suck. The like times were foretold of the Romans, in their civil wars, and in the scourge of the Saracens, that men should seek death, and it should flee from them. Revelation 9:6.

Ecclesiastes 4:5. The fool foldeth his hands together, in sloth and despair; and after eating up his own flesh, hunger, misery, and despair come upon him like a flood, and his family is left to perish. Sometimes the nerves, like a spring stretched too far, lose their energy: the spirits fail when pressure is too severe.

Ecclesiastes 4:8. There is one, and happy it would be if there were not a second; a man who has neither son nor brother to enjoy his riches; yet there is no end of his labour to hoard up wealth! This earth-worm forms a contrast with the fool who wastes all, by saving all. Like the beasts, he has little idea of a treasure in heaven. Surely this is a case of vanity and vexation of spirit.

Ecclesiastes 4:9. Two are better than one. They divide the cares and duties of life. When grief afflicts the one, there is a bosom of comfort at hand: the torrent is diminished when the stream is divided. The jesuits in their comments get over this by saying, that in the monastic habits, the friars and the nuns live in society.

Ecclesiastes 4:13. Better is a poor and a wise child, than an old and foolish king who will no more be admonished, by the venerable senators which stand at the foot of the throne. He involves himself in war, like the strong bulls, gets dethroned or slain, while his more prudent son is liberated from his chain, and placed on his father’s throne. Assuredly, all these contumelious fluctuations of society designate the vanity of human passions, and the vexations of the mind. 

REFLECTIONS.
The subject of the brutish man is here continued. Solomon, viewing the calamities of life, and seeing the wicked oppress the comparatively innocent, praises the dead, a negative part of whose blessedness it is to rest from their labours. Hence afflicted people should seek all their happiness in God, and in future hopes. At the same time it shows that their king, labouring under so many disgusts of life, had a feeling heart for the oppressed, and a horror of tyranny and crimes.

This wise and learned king was the more afflicted for the miseries of human life, because he saw that a sottish and brutish spirit pervaded all ranks of society. The fool redoubling his calamities, the miser labouring in vain, the prince losing his throne, and loading his people with calamities. Christ alone is the Healer of the nations. 

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-20
Ecclesiastes 5:1. Keep thy foot when thou goest to the house of God. Avoid wandering thoughts, and be wholly absorbed in devotion. Do not hear the words of prayer only, but desire the blessings sought. Set the Lord always before you, as enthroned in his temple, and surrounded with cherubim and seraphim. Contemplate God in the glory of his covenant; see yourselves as worms of the dust, and you will gradually enter into the true spirit and power of devotion. Then, when the hour of prayer is come, nothing but necessity will keep you at home. You will enter his temple with all possible reverence, will silently and meekly bow down in his presence, knowing that God is in heaven, and you are on earth.—Be more ready to hear than to give the sacrifice of fools, for they are rash and noisy, and open their mouth before God without knowing their errand, or waiting for an answer. St. Cyprian, in his discourse on the Lord’s prayer, says, When we meet together with our brethren, and celebrate the holy communion with the priest of God, reverence and decency should distinguish our devotion. We ought not to present our prayers with incoherent words, nor vociferate with a tumultuous loquacity the petitions which should be modestly commended to God; for He is the auditor, not of our words, but of our hearts. Quando in unum cum fratribus convenimus, et sacrificia divina cum Dei sacerdote celebramus, verecundiæ et disciplinæ memores esse debemus. Non passim ventilare preces nostras inconditis vocibus; nec petitionem commendandum modeste Deo, tumultuosa loquacitate jactare; quia Deus non vocis, sed cordis auditor est. Edit. Paris, 1633.

Ecclesiastes 5:4. When thou vowest a vow. See Proverbs 20:25.

Ecclesiastes 5:6. Suffer not thy mouth to cause thy flesh to sin, in any case of drunkenness, seduction, uncleanness, or otherwise: neither suffer thy mouth to utter rash vows, as was the case with Jephthah,—Neither say thou before the angel that it was an error. The LXX, “before the face of God;” that is, before the Messiah, whom Jacob calls the face of God. Genesis 32:30. He is the Angel of Jehovah’s presence, and the Angel of the covenant, which distinguishes him from all created intelligences. It is an addition to crime to palliate our sins before the omniscient God, who searches the heart and tries the reins. 

REFLECTIONS.
Solomon having described the brutish man, now speaks like himself, like one that is full of wisdom. He that loveth silver shall not be satisfied with the vast sums in his coffers, and his banking accounts: the fire is encreased by fresh fuel. If he must pull down his house, and build a new mansion; if he must buy fresh estates; his heart may become divided with heaven, and death may approach as an unwelcome sheriff. And how does he know but his son may be of a temper just the reverse of his father, and waste it all. The golden shields of Solomon were carried away by the king of Egypt; and Crœsus rich to a proverb, was relieved of his load by the army of Cyrus. On the contrary, the sleep of a labouring man is sweet; he fears no invader by night, while the heaps of hoarded gold corrode the heart of the possessor. Those heaps, like manure, are of no use till spread abroad, leaving the miser to return naked to the tomb as he came from the bosom of his mother. The man who labours for earth alone envelopes himself in darkness, and his sun sets in a cloud.

The conclusion is, that the things which are good and comely are, to love and serve God. He to whom God has given riches has power to enjoy them, in a hallowed use of every blessing; to be a husband to the widow, and a father to the orphan; and to spend his days in hymns of praise. He lives for God, getting good and doing good. He should rejoice in the Lord, and again, as the apostle says, rejoice. Then, when called to leave his paradise on earth, he has a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. 

06 Chapter 6 

Verses 1-12
Ecclesiastes 6:2. But a stranger eateth it. The richer families in Israel had often foreign servants, who rose to influence in their master’s house. But greater was the affliction from invading armies, who devoured the houses of the rich, and scattered their bones in the open fields.

REFLECTIONS.
The moral philosopher continues his subject. He is appalled to see a wealthy man unable to enjoy his mansion, his pleasure grounds and superabundant riches. No man seems satisfied with his present condition. His mansion becomes melancholy: he wants a change. The visions of happiness sport at a distance, and shun his breast. The court has pleasures, the city has bustle and life, the sea-coast has extensive views and refreshing breezes. So he changes his residence, but retains his heart. The man is diseased, and not conscious that the seat of the malady is within. The godlike mind of man cannot be localized to clods of earth. It walks through the heavens, and grasps at the infinite. If such a man should have, like an oriental monarch, a hundred children, or if he should live to the great age of a patriarch; alas! some political storm overtakes him, his children are slain by his rival, and himself perhaps deprived of any funeral, except that which is conferred by foxes and vultures. In like cases he concludes that the sorrows of life overbalance its joys, and an untimely birth is better than the life of one so pursued with unceasing wars of passion and events.

He notes also, that the labours of man are chiefly for his mouth. Food and raiment are nearly all that he can have on earth, yet his desires are not satisfied. He wants a God for his centre, for his rest, and for his hope; for as to his worldly portion, how is the wise man’s hope better than that of a fool! Who then knoweth what is good for man on earth. When the question was once asked in the Grecian schools, and with the promise of reward, what is the chief good of man? Two hundred and eighty four opinions were sent in; so many proofs that the schools did not know the chief good of man. This science is taught by revelation, and by revelation only. “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and all thy soul, and all thy mind, and all thy strength.” 

07 Chapter 7 

Verses 1-29
Ecclesiastes 7:1. A good name is better than precious ointment. Shem, a name; shemen, ointment. The reference is to the embalming of bodies with ointment. See Genesis 48. Wisdom and virtue outlive the apothecary’s arts.

Ecclesiastes 7:2. It is better to go to the house of mourning than to go to the house of feasting. Both families and nations have, by affliction, come to their right mind, like the Prodigal.

Ecclesiastes 7:8. Better is the end of a thing, or of a beclouded providence, than the beginning. So it proved in Job’s affliction, and in a thousand cases in which afflictions work for the good of man.

Ecclesiastes 7:12. Wisdom giveth life to them that have it. Yea, long life, as everywhere promised to the faithful. Proverbs 3:16. This is the crown of temperance, and of a contented mind.

Ecclesiastes 7:15. There is a just man that perisheth, as king Josiah did, in fighting with Pharaoh.— There is a wicked man that prolongeth his life; a Voltaire, and others, covered with silver hairs. So then providence is beclouded; and in such cases, philosophy is irrelevant; the veil of futurity must be removed before we can judge of the inscrutable paths of providence. God’s ways are in the great deep, and are past finding out. The case of the rich man and Lazarus requires a future state, to manifest the wisdom and the righteousness of God. Now he is comforted, and thou art tormented.

Ecclesiastes 7:16. Be not righteous overmuch. The Hebrew word designates alms; as when Daniel said to Nebuchadnezzar, Break off thine iniquities by righteousness. So our Saviour, in the old reading of Matthew 6:21, Do not your alms (your righteousness) before men. Others turn it to excess of fasting, and severity of bodily exercises.

Ecclesiastes 7:20. There is not a just man upon earth, that doeth good and sinneth not,—and may not sin. Solomon repeats here his own words at the dedication of the temple. 1 Kings 8. Let men therefore take heed, not to do an action that would occasion another to curse their memory. 

Ecclesiastes 7:26. I find more bitter than death the woman whose heart is snares and nets. Solomon, with his many queens, had his hands full, and his heart wrung. He found among men, but one of a thousand upright; among women he found none. He was himself a faithless husband; his wives therefore had just cause to reproach him. No doubt he had sometimes, Jezebels and Astarbas, shedding plenty of tears.

REFLECTIONS.
God indeed made man upright, but by following the propensities to pride, luxury and dissipation, he is enslaved by the inventions of vanity. How needful then to renounce the pomps and vanities of this wicked world, and to return to God with humility of heart. All happiness dwells with him, and he alone can satisfy the vast capacity of the soul. It is better to go to the house of mourning than to the house of feasting. Solomon in old age seemed to delight in humiliating reflections on life; and indeed there is no purer, no more sanctifying wisdom, than frequent reflection on the mortality of man. No doubt when he condescended to attend the funeral of friends and princes, he had meditations which left profitable sentiments in his heart, and helped him to place his hopes in a better world. 

08 Chapter 8 

Verses 1-17
Ecclesiastes 8:1. Who is as the wise man; and who knoweth the interpretation of a thing? In the Vulgate these two questions end the seventh chapter, to which they evidently belong. Placing them at the head of a new chapter, confuses the sense.— A man’s wisdom maketh his face to shine. It is surprising how strikingly the intellectual powers, and the moral qualities of the soul are seen through the countenance. Art and courtly graces are all hypocrisy here. We must be as innocent as the children, to look as innocently. A mind improved by wisdom, a heart inspired with the love of God, and delighting in piety and holiness, will change and hallow the aspects of a carnal man; while, as the LXX read, he that has an impudent look shall be hated. Wisdom has an intelligent aspect, and virtue an open countenance.

Ecclesiastes 8:2. Keep the king’s commandment, as all his servants have sworn to do. He is a monarch, who knows nothing in those about him but obedience: his anger is a storm that must not be resisted. If this be the law of earthly courts, what then is due to the supreme Being? By him kings reign, and princes decree justice.

Ecclesiastes 8:6. To every purpose there is time and judgment. This whole passage seems to be a caution against sedition, revolt, and rebellion, by which the misery of man is great in the earth. He knows not what shall be the event of war, nor when the day of death shall come. Neither has any man power to retain his spirit, when the body shall cease to breathe. In our warfare with death, and all its train of evils, there is no discharge; no hiring of a substitute; money is of no value in that exchange. The emperor Adrian addresses his soul, as flying into every avenue, and hiding in every retreat of the body, to shun the arrest of death, as a bird flutters in the cage to avoid the invading foe. So HORACE, book 2. ode 13.

What though, where thundering lightnings play, The coward sculks from death?
In vain—for death, a subtle foe, Pursues where’er he flies; And where he least expects the blow, Even there the dastard dies. 

Ecclesiastes 8:10. I saw the wicked buried, characters distinguished by their nobility, and more so by their errors and sins. The readings vary here. The LXX, “I have seen the wicked buried, and carried (in splendid processions) from the holy place; and they returned, and were eulogized in the city, [by a venal orator] for what they had done.” Funeral orations had this character. The orators sent all their heroes to the field of Elysian delight; but Solomon had his silent doubts. The gospel respecting the Sadducee, destitute of charity, has no doubt. In hell he lifted up his eyes, being in torments. Luke 16:23.

Ecclesiastes 8:11. Because sentence against an evil work is not executed speedily. See Proverbs 29:1, where similar words occur, and Psalms 10:11.

Ecclesiastes 8:12. Though a sinner do evil a hundred times. Though he enjoy long life and prosperity, it only proves that providence in this world is beclouded; but putting all cases of the righteous and the wicked in the balances, it will very clearly demonstrate that there is a God who judges in the earth. The righteous suffer in excellence of temper; they are armed with patience and are joyful in hope, while the wicked are far otherwise. The afflictions of the one work for good, but the sorrows of the other tend to death.

Ecclesiastes 8:14-17. There is a vanity which is done upon the earth. The substance of all these verses is repeated from the preseding chapters, to place the facts in a fuller and clearer view. The word “vanity” is repeated here to show that the good things, alike enjoyed by the virtuous and the profane, are not the best things; and by reversion, the evils which they both suffer are not the final sufferings for sin. The abstruse ways of providence, notwithstanding the nuances attendant on diversity of character, are to be studied, and studied with a view to improve the moral condition of man.

REFLECTIONS.
In recreations for health there is nothing unreasonable; the mind requires relaxation from office, from labour, and study: a bow always bent, loses its power. But all our pleasures should be of a hallowed character, and associated with delight in God. Rejoice in the Lord, and again I say rejoice. “When Solomon commends mirth, and says, he had valued pleasure above all things, he speaks of reasonable pleasures, which proceed from a lawful and moderate use of the goods that God has given us, which have nothing in them irregular and contrary to piety.” 

09 Chapter 9 

Verses 1-18
Ecclesiastes 9:5. The dead know not any thing. This is explained by the next phrase, the memory of them is forgotten. Elijah went up to heaven, or paradise, as the Jews will have it. John 3:13. Similar are the words of a prophet: “Doubtless thou art our Father, though Abraham be ignorant of us.” The Jews understood that Abraham gathered into his bosom the souls of his children. The soul of a good man returns to God, and enjoys the happiness of separate spirits.

REFLECTIONS.
Solomon here returns to a subject often resumed, that all events come alike to all classes. These studies present us with the boundaries which God has placed to the researches of the human mind. In contemplation we are lost in the immensity of glories and beauties which fill the heavens and the earth. The students of nature cannot count the stars, the zoologists cannot number the living beings of the earth, nor the botanist present us with any classification of plants worthy to be compared with the plenitude of God.

It is the same in the study of providence. There we see the wise and the foolish go alike to the grave, the hero and the coward fall in war, the good and the bad share in the afflictions of life. The ocean is sublime, and boundless to the sight. In the study of moral science, even prophets have stumbled in the dark. Psalms 37:1; Psalms 73:1-2. Ecclesiastes 2:16-17. But because of clouds, shall we say that there is no light. On a closer view, on the extension of our regards, are we not led to conclude, that God has a plan in his moral government, as well as in his creation? Is there not a care of the ark, and a shield to cover Abraham? Is there not a God to punish the idolatrous Jews, and to set a mark on the faithful ones? Is there not a living Redeemer, to fulfil his faithful word to the holy apostles?

The vulgar or brutish philosopher had praised the dead more than the living; but seeing there is a gracious God, the preacher exhorts the virtuous to rejoice in their works, and keep their white garments, worn at festivals, unspotted from the world. He exhorts the good man to rejoice with the wife of his youth, to love her, to make her his companion and friend, and treat her as a woman should be treated. Then she will study to return love for love, and please her husband in the Lord. We learn farther, that industry in business is a grand resource of augmenting moral happiness. “Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might.” Archbishop Leighton advises us, never to leave any thing till to-morrow which can be conveniently done to-day. The energies of life may be studied in the whole scale of animated nature. Happy for man to lay out his plans of labour, that he may finish some laudable work as the husbandman brings the labours of the seasons to a joyful harvest.

It is remarked further, that all men in the vicissitudes of life are overtaken with disappointments and afflictions. The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong. Homer, describing the races after the fall of Troy, names a chief who was overturned in his car, filled with rage, while his mouth was full of dirt, and his nose bleeding. Evils seen and unseen, overtake us as the fish are enclosed in the net, and as the bird is caught in the snare. Let us learn then to be calm under strokes of adversity; they are common to man, and they may work for good. Let us, like the mariner in the storm, stick close to the helm, for it will soon be calm again. It indicates a noble mind that can trust in a beclouded providence, and bow to the pleasure of a God.

The case of the poor man, who delivered the little city by his wisdom, is put here to encourage us under the afflictions of life. Let no man despair. Prudence and industry, with the blessing of God, can extricate us from many great and sore evils. And he who befriends us in the time of trouble, should not be forgotten in the day of prosperity. Solomon thus closes his scale of argument with a bright thought, and leaves not his reader lost in a chaos of darkness. Light is sown for the righteous, and joy for the upright in heart. 

10 Chapter 10 

Verses 1-20
Ecclesiastes 10:1. Dead flies cause the ointment, of exquisite perfumes, to send forth a stinking savour; a satirical proverb, applicable to characters in all the public walks of life. A general, by an error in war, or a minister by a vice in the sanctuary, has his fault made a crest in his coat of arms. Let us hear that voice: “I will take heed to my ways, that I offend not with my tongue.” The want of calm reflection, of vigour in virtue, and of habitual circumspection, is the ruin of reputation and character.

Ecclesiastes 10:2. A wise man’s heart is at his right hand. He orders his affairs with discretion; while the fool, the inconsiderate man, blunders at every step. Let us be admonished to regard the cause and the consequence of all our actions, and study propriety of conduct.

Ecclesiastes 10:4. If the spirit of the ruler rise up against thee, leave not thy place. Bow to the tempest, and show thy loyalty by submission; then no mischief will follow. The following sayings are farther illustrations of the preacher’s maxims. It is dangerous to contend with men in power. A man removing an old building may be crushed under the ruins; or breaking through a hedge, he may tread on a slumbering adder, and be bitten; for a serpent when trod upon, will bite without hissing, or the least sibilancy to warn him of danger.

Ecclesiastes 10:12. The lips of a fool will swallow up himself. Such were the words of the Amalekite that ran with Saul’s crown to David. How often has a less instructed witness lost a good cause, by variations of evidence. The fool is full of words, he involves the simplest facts in a cloud of dust and smoke. He knows not the way to the city, the high road which no man can miss, nor how to set about the common concerns of life.

Ecclesiastes 10:16. Woe to thee, oh land, when thy king is a child; or whatever be his age, when his life is distinguished by puerility of intellect. In all such cases, the nation has no hope. But happy, when he is wise and temperate. Ancient and military sovereigns were the keystone of happiness to their country.

Ecclesiastes 10:17. When thy princes eat in due season; that is, in the morning, and in the evening; for these, in the warmer climates, are the two principal meals. In the heat of the day, they enjoyed the shade, and drank a cooling beverage. 

Ecclesiastes 10:20. Curse not the king—in thy thought— a bird of the air shall carry the voice. He is the father of his people: if he err, let his ministers advise him, as the aged senators advised Rehoboam. Let them cover his errors, and support him in all the high duties of his station. If vigilance be not at the helm of the state, the ship, under the finest breezes, may take the ground. Let prayer and supplication be made for all men, but especially for kings, and for all that are in authority under them. Let the fool keep before his eyes the myriads of men that have fallen, in opposing the government of their country, and shun the snare that the faction would lay for his feet.

REFLECTIONS.
If any thing can make a man wise in the regulation and conduct of life, surely it must be counsels and maxims so discreet and salutary. But alas, what can be done, as Lord Bacon says, for the youth “that is bird-witted, or hath not the faculty of attention;” the youth that will not pause for reflection on his own conduct? Alas, bray a fool in a mortar, and it will not make him wise.

The wisdom inculcated here is political wisdom, and prudence in the conduct of life; a wisdom which contributes much to peace of mind, and to raise a character in society to public esteem. If any thing therefore be wise or valuable, this line of public conduct and consistency has its price.

The preacher proceeds: This wisdom is heightened in its worth by a contrast with the thoughts, the words and actions of a fool; the man who will not pause to reflect on his ways. Such a character wearies out all his friends, is isolated and shunned by men of virtue and worth.

Above every worldly consideration, and next to the salvation of a man’s soul, he is required to be loyal to his sovereign, in all the duties of a subject, and the piety of a christian. He who acts a contrary part will bring himself, and probably all his family, to shame and ruin. Men of piety, of wisdom and moral worth, are generally found rallied on this side of the question. 

11 Chapter 11 

Verses 1-10
Ecclesiastes 11:1. Cast thy bread upon the waters; for thou shalt find it after many days. The root לחם lechem, designates bread, corn, and all kinds of meat which sustain life. It refers also to what is sown. Psalms 104:14. “That he may bring forth food out of the earth.” In all tropical climates, where the rains are periodical, the husbandman wades into the retiring rivers, where they have overflowed the country, and sows his corn on the waters, which sinks into the muddy depositions of the inundations, and thus procures an earlier vegetation. Then, after a hundred days, he finds his barley ripe, and other grain in due proportion of time. Therefore in all good works, let us sow in hope; for we shall rejoice in the day of harvest, and receive abundance of encrease.

Ecclesiastes 11:2. Give a portion to seven, and also to eight. When widows, orphans, and strangers in distress ask bread, forget all fears that thou thyself mayest want. We must all learn to trust in providence; therefore learn to be liberal. There is a God who will repay; and with an abundant blessing on thy cattle, and on thy lands. When God visits the land with short harvests, as he did England in the years 1795, 1799, and 1800, men are then particularly required to feed the hungry, and clothe the naked poor, and in a manner beyond our ordinary means.

REFLECTIONS.
The excellence of religion is charity, and charity that exceeds what is called worldly prudence, that we must be just before we are generous. Certainly the widow that has but a cup of cold water is not required to give more; but this maxim ill becomes a man with his barns full of corn, and his warehouse full of goods. The poor expect benevolence from the professors of benevolence.

Sow thy seed without regarding the course of the winds, or the appearance of a cloud; the first dictates of the heart are the purest. As thou knowest not how the child is formed and grows in the secrets of nature, so ask not the particular causes of the calamities of the hungry; they may be visitations to check the prodigalities of a dissipated age. In charities, do not lay too much stress on known cases of family depression. The cry of hunger can only be answered by bread: thou knowest not the work of God, who maketh all those things. He does not choose to expose the bulk of mankind to the temptations of affluence and wine. He humbles men for their sins, that in the day of trouble they may seek the Lord, and return to their father’s house.

Truly light is sweet; it is health, and joy, and affluence. But though we may have enjoyed these favours for many years, let us not forget that the days of darkness may soon come. The life of man is full of vicissitudes. Our flower must fade, and our leaf must fall; and then it will be a consolation to say as Job did: I was eyes to the blind, and feet to the lame. I was a husband to the widow, and a father to the orphan; the cause which I knew not, I searched out.

It is true, our young people, looking solely at the gaieties of life, think but little of the days of darkness, youth being a time of pleasure; when we talk of deaths to them, among the circle of their acquaintance, they are armed with evasions; the deceased, they say, was aged, or in a sickly state. They see no danger for themselves, and therefore no need of our untimely sermons.

Well, then let the preacher take another text, and preach another sermon. Let him join in harmony with passion, and say, Rejoice, oh young man, in thy youth. Remove sorrow from thy heart, and be all for life and pleasure; go to balls, and be introduced to the world, as in the gayer circles. Study to please, and be devoted to the life of a courtier. But remember, Philip, said the page every morning, remember that thou must die. Remember also, that after death cometh the judgment. Hebrews 9:27. Shut then thine eyes, oh young man, for a moment, and learn to study all the just relations of mortals to the tomb, to their conscience, and to their God. Seek regeneration for thy giddy and unconscious heart, keep thy flesh as the temple of God, and thy soul as the seat of pure religion; for God will grant this grace to all that ask. 

12 Chapter 12 

Verses 1-14
Ecclesiastes 12:1. Remember now thy Creator. Hebrews בוראיךְ Boreicha, thy Creators. The word is plural, as אלהים Elohim, Genesis 1:1, designating the Divinity or Godhead, as Romans 1:20. Certainly, Solomon did not mean to exclude the Messiah, the Word and Wisdom of God. See on Proverbs 8:22; Proverbs 30:4.

Ecclesiastes 12:2. Nor the clouds return after the rain. In youth, we recover our strength after infirmities; but now, the springs of nature being exhausted, the most indulgent treatment cannot restore us to bloom and vigour.

Ecclesiastes 12:3. When the keepers of the house shall tremble. When the hands shake, when the legs totter, and the limbs incline to paralysis.

Ecclesiastes 12:4. All the daughters of music shall be brought low. All the vocal powers, which can so admirably express the passions; which can be tender and musical in all the mother’s addresses of love to her babe; which soften anger, or thunders in the shouts of war.

Ecclesiastes 12:5. Man goeth to his long home. Hebrews בית עלם baith ôlam, the house of ages.

Ecclesiastes 12:6. Or ever the silver cord be loosed. The spinal marrow which decays in age. This being the grand seat of the nerves, descending in pairs from the brain, its decay is connected with the decay of the whole system.—Or the golden bowl be broken. The Chaldaic reads, the vertex or top of the head; that is, the cranium, called a bowl, because it contains the brain.—Or the pitcher be broken at the fountain. The vena cava, which returns the blood from the veins to the right ventricle of the heart. Then the beating of the heart, which contracts after expansion, propels the blood into the arteries with fresh heat and force, and circulates the whole blood through the body six times in an hour, as Dr. Harvey affirms, to whom modern science has attributed the discovery of the circulation of the blood. It should have been said, that he made many observations on the circulation of the blood; for the subject was known to Solomon, and studied by the ancients.—Or the wheel broken at the cistern. The aörta, which receives the blood, now revived and warmed from the left ventricle of the heart. 

Ecclesiastes 12:7. Then, when the spirit, as Genesis 2:7, shall return to God. The mover having taken its flight, and left the untenable habitation, the body returns to dust. Here is the close of our pilgrimage.

The weary wheels of life stand still at last.

Ecclesiastes 12:9. Because the preacher was wise, a student in natural and moral philosophy, he taught the people knowledge. He wrote popular books for schools as well as for sages, which was a proof of his wisdom, and of the benevolence of his heart. The sun loses nothing of his glory by giving light to the earth.

Ecclesiastes 12:11. As nails fastened by the masters of assemblies. Dr. Lightfoot reads, “As nails fastened by those that gather the flock into the fold.” This reading improves the text, that as the door and the fence secure the flock, so the words of the wise are the guardians of youth.

Ecclesiastes 12:13. Fear God and keep his commandments. Solomon closes his book as a disciple of Moses, a proof that he died in the faith. Yet St. Paul mentions David, but not Solomon, among the ancient worthies. Hebrews 11. Certainly, he did not equal David in piety and holiness.

REFLECTIONS.
Here is an old man recommending early piety; and in running the mortal race through life, it is of the greatest importance for youth to take the right road. God in the law required the firstlings of the flock, and the firstfruits of the harvest; and by the same divine right he claims the first affections of the heart, and the early fruits of righteousness in life.

Solomon allows the depravity of human nature, or original sin: chap. 7. Hence, regeneration is a great work, and demands the whole of life. We cannot stop too early in the course of folly, nor begin too soon to serve the Lord. It ought fully to be marked, that this work begins by remembering our Creator, Redeemer, and Lord, and all the duties we owe to his love. So on the other hand, all the misery and ruin of man originate in a shameful forgetfulness of God. Moses, Samuel, David, Josiah, Jeremiah, Paul, Timothy, and others distinguished for natural and divine wisdom, all began to serve the Lord before they were advanced in years. Besides, piety in youth has most advantages. The habits of vice are not confirmed, sin may more easily be subdued, and virtue flourishes as a plant in spring. What a glory to escape the vices of the age, vices which degrade youth, which anticipate death, and break the heart of parents, besides involving the more innocent as accomplices in crimes. What a glory, on the contrary, to be adorned with wisdom and virtue in youth, which are worthy of a hoary age. We then have life before us, we have time for gaining knowledge, and opportunity for every good work. When a youth seeks God he has the promise to find him, and he is ready in the church for whatever good things the Lord may call him to. But when we defer till old age, there is a fear lest we should have no desire. Perhaps we may be hardened in sin; perhaps he that sitteth in the heavens may laugh at our calamity, and mock when our fear cometh.

Read—read—read the piteous portrait of old age seeking God. The sun or understanding is darkened; we cannot then recollect our sins, nor exercise the mind in seeking peace with God. As clouds follow clouds, so one trouble follows another in the infirmities of age. The keepers tremble, the head shakes, as the watchmen are shaken by the tempests on the turrets of a lofty tower. The grinders among the teeth fall out, and we cannot masticate our food, nor taste its sweetness; how then can we relish the word of life, after living for vanity till we touch eternity! They that look out at the windows are darkened. The old man cannot read his bible, nor see his way to the house of God. The doors are shut, and weary age is obliged to retain its couch, and stay in the house. The daughters of music are brought low. The women whose voice once charmed the crowd, have lost their harmony, and forgotten the chords of melody. The almond-tree, white with bloom in the spring, resembles the falling locks of venerable age. The grasshopper is a burden; for the silver cords, or spine of the back, has lost its strength. The limbs are cold and benumbed, for the bowl or ventricles of the heart do but feebly circulate the blood.

And is this the long promised time; and are these the flattering circumstances in which we are to mortify the flesh, vanquish the world, and regain the image of God? Is this the time when we are to disengage our minds from sin, learn the mysteries of faith, and triumph over the world? Alas, it is the time of darkness, the time of vengeance, the time when God will spurn the ungrateful from his door. Remember then thy Creator, in the days of thy youth. Oh may the words of the wise man be to us as goads to the bullock, and drive us to duty. Oh may the conclusion of the preacher’s sermon be written on our hearts; viz., to fear God, and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. The pure and perfect love of God is the source of all holiness, and the spring of all obedience. The soul in this love participates the divine felicity; it has treasures of happiness coëval with its existence, and a hope full of immortality. But vanity is the character of all the earthly hopes of man. Conquests, the pride of heroes, which over-flowed states as a swelling tide, have destroyed the conqueror by a dreadful recoil. Palaces disinherited, fall to the ground; riches change their owners, and fame and elevation are often the harbingers of the greatest fall. Lord, be thou then our dwellingplace from one generation to another. And when our heart and flesh fail, be thou the strength of our heart, and our portion for ever. 

