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Ecclesiastes 

Chapter 12

Remember your Creator in the days of your youth, before the days of trouble come and the years approach when you will say, “I find no pleasure in them”— ﻿2﻿ before the sun and the light and the moon and the stars grow dark, and the clouds return after the rain; ﻿3﻿ when the keepers of the house tremble, and the strong men stoop, when the grinders cease because they are few, and those looking through the windows grow dim; ﻿4﻿ when the doors to the street are closed and the sound of grinding fades; when men rise up at the sound of birds, but all their songs grow faint; ﻿5﻿ when men are afraid of heights and of dangers in the streets; when the almond tree blossoms and the grasshopper drags himself along and desire no longer is stirred. Then man goes to his eternal home and mourners go about the streets. ﻿6﻿ Remember him—before the silver cord is severed, or the golden bowl is broken; before the pitcher is shattered at the spring, or the wheel broken at the well, ﻿7﻿ and the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it. ﻿8﻿ “Meaningless! Meaningless!” says the Teacher. “Everything is meaningless!” 

12:2–5 A graphic description of man’s progressive deterioration; an allegory of aging. (CSB)
This section continues the thought of the previous chapter.  (PBC)

12:1 REMEMMBER YOUR CREATOR – He means more than just, “Think about God.” Rather, he uses the word remember as the Prophet Malachi does when he declares, “Remember the law” (Malachi 4:4).  God is not satisfied that we simply remember Him as we might some fact of history or a bit of trivia.  To remember Him means to keep Him and His word constantly in mind and heart, to trust in Him and live each day with Him and for Him.  It means to be thankful for all His gifts and promises and to call on Him in time of need.  (PBC)

They who devote to God’s service the vigorous and joyful days of youth will not be forsaken by Him when they are old and grey-headed; but they who forget God in their youthful prime, and give themselves up to sinful pleasures, must, if cut off prematurely in their transgressions, come to a comfortless old age, and continuing as they have lived, must die under God’s wrath and curse.  (CB)

        DAYS OF YOUR YOUTH – Young people shouldn’t get the idea that they can forget about God until they are older.  That day may never come.  People who have lived their lives without God do not easily find Him at the eleventh hour.  For every thief on the cross who is saved at the end of his life (Luke 23:39-43), there are countless others who pass through death’s dark door in the same way they lived their lives – unprepared to meet their Maker.  Now is the time for God.  Now is the time for Bible study, prayer and church attendance.  Then, as life’s troubles mount, we can meet them with God at our side.  (PBC)

        DAYS OF TROUBLE – Of this we can be sure, they will come.  Should we live long enough, the years will come when we will say, “I find no pleasure in them.” Having asserted this, Solomon proceeds to paint a very poetic picture of the arrival of old age.  He depicts a village scene on an overcast, cloudy day.  Each aspect of the picture represents a feature of old age.  (PBC)

12:2 GROW DARK – This points to the sadness of growing old.  Friends and loved ones die.  Loneliness and sickness set in.  The days of productivity are past.  Many an old person longs for the day he or she will leave the dark valley of life on earth.  (PBC)

        CLOUDS RETURN AFTER THE RAIN – When we are young sunshine follows the rain.  But as life’s sicknesses, heartaches and problems pile up, recovery doesn’t come so quickly.  An old person often gets through one sickness or trouble only to have another follow on its heels.  Hengstenberg correctly notes that this piling up of troubles serves two purposes – one for believers, the other for unbelievers. “The power to suffer is exhausted in old age; the heart is already broken: that is however not the only consideration here.  God’s will is to melt down his own people completely before the end of life, and to give to the wicked a foretaste of hell.  (PBC)

Old age is represented as a season of clouds and rain, in which the light of the heavenly bodies is darkened.  (CB)

In youth they are quick and strong in protecting the body.  In old age they “tremble” with weakness. “The strong men” are the legs with the strongest muscles in the body.  Here, too, youthful strength gives way to old age and legs begin to “stoop.”  (PBC)

12:3 keepers of the house. This and the other metaphors may refer to parts of the body (hands, legs, etc.). But the imagery should not be pressed to the extent that it destroys the poetry, which moves freely between figures such as darkness, storm, a house in decline and a deserted well, and such literal descriptions as in v. 5a. (CSB)
The human body is compared to a mansion, of which the limbs are the keepers. (CB)

        GRINDERS – These are the women who grind flour and prepare the food. In the body the grinders are the teeth.  They stop doing their work “because they are few.” (PBC)

        WINDOWS – This refers to eyes.  Again, the application is obvious.  Eyesight weakens with age.  (PBC)

12:4 DOORS TO THE STREET – These represent ears.  When they are “closed,” they cut off common sounds from the outside.  (PBC)

As the sound of the grinding sinks into silence, the doors also that the lead into the street are shut; that is, old age is inactive and keeps at home.  (CB)

        AT THE SOUND OF BIRDS – They get up early but it’s not because they hear the birds.  Rather, it’s because they simply can’t sleep.  Even though the elderly might wake up with the early birds, they can’t appreciate it.  For the songs of the birds are too faint.  (PBC)

12:5 AFRAID OF HEIGHTS – they are afraid of falling or fearful of tripping over unseen obstacles. (PBC)

        DANGERS IN THE STREETS – Lacking the strength for self-defense, many elderly people do not like to venture out into the city streets.  (PBC)

        almond tree. Its pale blossom possibly suggests the white hair of age. (CSB)
The blossoms of this tree are pink, but white when they are ready to fall.  White hair is another sign that the end is near.  (PBC)

        grasshopper. Normally agile, its slow movements on a cold morning (cf. Na 3:17) recall the stiffness of old age. (CSB)
This refers to the smallest weight. Lev 11:22) (CB)

        DESIRE NO LONGER – This phrase literally says, “The caperberry fails.”  Solomon could be referring to this food as a fruit for stimulating sexual desire, or as a spice for food as a fruit for stimulating the desire to eat.  Whatever the berry was used for, it no longer works on the old person.  It fails to arouse desire.  We might add other desires of the will and age: the urge to learn, the many desires of the will and emotions.  All desires, including even the will to live, cease.  (PBC)

         eternal home. In context, probably points simply to the grave, not beyond it. (CSB)
Man leaves his time-worn house of flesh and bones and moves to his “eternal home.”  Perhaps the Apostle Paul had Ecclesiastes in mind when he wrote about leaving behind our “earthly tent” and moving on to our permanent “eternal house in heaven” (2 Corinthians 5:1-10).  (PBC)

        MOURNERS GO ABOUT THE STREETS – Meanwhile back in the village life goes on.  There is a bitterness in this remark.  Even while a person is departing this life, the professional mourners come around and dicker for the job of mourning.  Jeremiah mentions this practice, “Call for the wailing women to come; send now the most skillful of them” (Jeremiah 9:17).  Jesus encountered “flute players” and “people crying and wailing loudly” in the hose of the girl He raised back to life (Matthew 9:23; Mark 5:38).  No doubt these were the kind of paid mourners Solomon speaks of.  The people of the Middle East are openly emotional and give vent to their grief through loud wailing as they walk through the streets.  In ancient times hired mourners helped create the desired mood.  We have our own ways of expressing grief, including the use of hired professionals to help with the funeral.  (PBC)

12:6 silver cord … golden bowl. A hanging lamp suspended by a silver chain. If only one link snaps, this light and beauty will perish, suggesting how fragile life is. (CSB)
12:7† dust returns … spirit returns. At death man leaves behind what “is perishable” (1Co 15:42; Ge 3:19; Ps 103:14); on the other hand, what God breathed into a lump of clay to give it life (Ge 2:7) is not subject to decay but “returns to God who gave it.” (CSB)
12:8 Meaningless! Such is life “under the sun” (on earth, apart from God), ending in brokenness. But with a relationship to our Creator already demanded (v. 1), and with the fact of his judgment affirmed (11:9), meaninglessness is not the last word. (CSB)
        Teacher. See note on 1:1. (CSB)
The Conclusion of the Matter 
﻿
9﻿ Not only was the Teacher wise, but also he imparted knowledge to the people. He pondered and searched out and set in order many proverbs. ﻿10﻿ The Teacher searched to find just the right words, and what he wrote was upright and true. ﻿11﻿ The words of the wise are like goads, their collected sayings like firmly embedded nails—given by one Shepherd. ﻿12﻿ Be warned, my son, of anything in addition to them. Of making many books there is no end, and much study wearies the body. ﻿13﻿ Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. ﻿14﻿ For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil. 

12:9 pondered and searched. The rigorous process on man’s side, with no pains spared in seeking truth and comprehension. (CSB)
The Teacher shared his great wisdom. 1 Kings 4:32 informs us that Solomon “spoke three thousand proverbs.”  God saw to it that several hundred of them come down through  the ages in the book of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes.  (PBC)

12:10 JUST THE RIGHT WORDS – Solomon wants us to be aware that his words should not be taken lightly.  (PBC)

12:11 given by one Shepherd. The other side of the matter, recognizing that Scripture is in a class of its own, as v. 12 insists. (CSB)
12:13–14 The chief end of man. (CSB)
The glory belongs to the Lord and not to human instrument.  (PBC)

12:12 ANYTHING IN ADDITION – this warning goes hand in hand with the Bible’s caution against “false prophets” (Matthew 7:15) and against distorting the Scriptures to one’s “own destruction” ( 2 Peter 3:16).  (PBC)

          BOOKS THERE IS NO END – This was true in Martin Luther’s day.  “For it happens that when one good book is published,” remarked Luther, “ten bad ones are also published.”  It seems the ration is much higher in our day.  (PBC)

We live in an age of tremendous advances in communication.  Radio, movies, television, telephone, video, tape records and other products of modern technology have combined to make communication faster and easier than our ancestors ever dreamed possible.  Along with this the book industry flourishes as never before.  In the USA about 50,000 new books are published each year.  (PBC)

        MUCH STUDY WEARIES THE BODY – Solomon is not speaking of the study of Scripture.  (PBC)

12:13 Fear God. Loving reverence is the foundation of wisdom (Ps 111:10; Pr 1:7; 9:10), as well as its content (Job 28:28) and its goal and conclusion. (CSB)
The way of happiness here and salvation hereafter is exceedingly plain and simple.  It consists in fearing God and keeping His commandments, the chief of which is, that we believe on Jesus Christ His Son for our only way of salvation.  (CB)

          the whole (duty) of man. Here is our fulfillment, our all—a far cry from “meaninglessness.” (CSB)
12:14 every deed into judgment. Glimpses of this truth are given at intervals in the book: 3:17; 8:12–13; 11:9 and note; see Mt 12:36; 1Co 3:12–15; 2Co 5:9–10; Heb 4:12–13. (CSB)
          every hidden thing. See Ro 2:16. (CSB)
Since God shall bring every secret thing into judgment, vain are all attempts to hide our sins from ourselves, or from our fellow-men.  Those who repent and believe in Christ, His blood will be a covering, and this covering we all need.  (CB)
6

