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ohelet’s1 world, like ours, is marred by the curse
and suffering. As he takes us on a journey to
discover meaning and purpose in life, he observes
many results of the Fall, such as suffering, tragedy,
and death. In 4:1 he notes an example of suffering:
“Again I saw all the oppressions that are done under
the sun. And behold, the tears of the oppressed, and
they had no one to comfort them! On the side of
their oppressors there was power, and there was no
one to comfort them.”2 This situation is so gripping
that Qohelet responds to it by extolling the dead who
had already died as “more fortunate
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a different context than 4:2, Qohelet pictures this
invader in 9:4 like this: “he who is joined with all the
living has hope, for a living dog is better than a dead
lion” (also see 2:14–17; 6:6; 8:8; 9:2–3, 5–6; 12:1–7).3
While everyone faces suffering and tragedy in varying
degrees, all encounter death.
With the dialectical design of Ecclesiastes serving
as a reflection of the nature of this world, suffering
and death are contrasted with life. With Qohelet’s
poem on time in 3:1–8, the contrast between life and
death is highlighted as the first of fourteen polarized
subjects: “a time to be born, and a time to die” (v. 2).
This contrast between life and death is also seen in
6:3–5 where the stillborn are better off than the living
since they do not experience the misfortunes of life.
The death and life motifs are key aspects of Qohelet’s overall tension between a negative and a positive
view of life . This pessimistic aspect of Ecclesiastes is
tied to Qohelet’s overall theme found in 1:2: “Vanity
of vanities. All is vanity.” The optimistic facet, however, is linked to the carpe diem, or enjoyment-of-life,
passages (“there is nothing better for a person than
that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in
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his toil,” 2:24a).4 On the surface, Qohelet’s negative
conclusions about life seem to contradict his positive
ones and vice versa. Is Qohelet confused or is there a
deeper unity in his thought that allows us to reconcile
these seemingly antithetical conclusions? And if so,
then what does he have to teach us about living in a
world marred by the Fall, sin, suffering and death?
The conclusion one reaches regarding Qohelet’s overall message has significant ramifications
for Ecclesiastes’s place in biblical theology. That
is, if the substance of the book is negative, as the
hebel (“vanity”) refrain may connote, this indicates that Ecclesiastes should be viewed as a foil to
the other books in the canon.5 If a celebratory note
controls the book’s basic message, however, as the
carpe diem passages may suggest, this indicates
that Ecclesiastes has normative value for God’s
people with an impact on how to live. 6 Because
Ecclesiastes 9:7–10 develops the carpe diem motif
in connection with the hebel theme of death, the
purpose of this article is to examine this passage
and to explain how these verses relate to the message of Ecclesiastes as we draw lessons on how to
live as God’s people “under the sun.”

bound nature of vv. 1–6. The subject of the first six
verses is the inevitability of death for all men.10 Qohelet responds to the inevitability of death with a series
of commands in vv. 7–10 that develop his most comprehensive statement on celebrating life. The imperatival nature of these four verses sets them apart from
vv. 1–6 and vv. 11–12. Further, while the content of
vv. 11–12 is different than vv. 7–10, its textual connections with vv. 1–2 bind it to the unit as a whole.
As with the emphasis in vv. 1–6 on death, vv. 11–12
return to the same subject. Verses 11–12 vary the
emphasis of vv. 1–6 with an accent on the unpredictability of death. Verses 7–10 are infixed between the
two set of verses and serve as a focal point of vv. 1–12.
This unit reflects the following chiastic arrangement.
A
B
A1

The inevitability of death, vv. 1–6
Enjoying life as a response to death’s certainty, vv. 7–10
The unpredictability of death, vv. 11–12

As the above chiastic arrangement illustrates,
vv. 7–10 are the core of the pericope. In addition,
these verses, like the other six carpe diem passages,
commend the celebration of life, despite living in a
fallen world. In the previous five passages, Qohelet presents his recommendation with comparative
statements.11 In this text he strengthens his strategy
by using a series of imperatives to urge the enjoyment of life. Further, this four-verse unit reflects
a threefold structure. Each unit contains one or
more imperatives followed by a ki (“for,” “because”)
clause. The verse breakdown looks like this.

EXEGETICAL ANALYSIS
Ecclesiastes 9:7–10 occurs in a section of the
book that extends from 9:1 to 11:6. This section
emphasizes man’s inability to understand God’s
providence.7 The book’s sixth use of the enjoymentof-life motif8 is the focal point of the unit contained in
9:1–12. The use of “man does not know” (’en yodhea’
ha’dham) in 9:1 and again, with a minor variation in
the Hebrew text, “man does not know” (lo’-yedha’
ha’dham) in 9:12 forms an inclusio, an envelope
V. 7: Three commands (“go,” “eat,” “drink”) + ki
construction. The utilization of miqreh (“[everyone
clause (“for God…”)
shares the same] fate”) in 9:2 and its cognate verb
Vv. 8–9: Three commands (“let … be white,” “let
yiqreh (“[time and chance] happen [to all of them]”)
not oil,” “enjoy life”) + ki clause (“because
in 9:11 further demonstrates the tight construction of
that is…”)
9:1–12.9 This pericope further subdivides into three
V. 10: One command (“do it”) + ki clause (“for
subsections: vv. 1–6, 7–10, and 11–12. “Whether love
there is no…”)12
or hate” (gam ’ahavah gam-sin’ah) in v. 1 and a slightly
modified repetition of it in v. 6, “their love, their hate” This structure provides the framework for my dis(gam ’ahavatham gam-sin’atham), reveal the closely cussion of the text.
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V. 7: ENJOYING FOOD AND DRINK
“Go, eat your bread with joy, and drink your
wine with a merry heart, for God has already
approved what you do.”
Looking past the interjectory use of the imperative “go,” Qohelet uses two commands for eating
and drinking. Finding satisfaction in what one
eats and drinks was previously commended in
four earlier passages: 2:24, 3:13, 5:18–19 (Heb.
vv. 17–18), and 8:15. In this context two objects
are added, namely, “bread,” (lehem), and “wine,”
(yayin),. The Hebrew noun lehem refers to grain
used to make bread. Yayin was used at meals by
both laborer (2 Chr 29:10, 15 [Heb. vv. 9, 14])
and governor (Neh 5:15, 18). Bread and wine are
positively used together in other Old Testament
passages. For example, Melchizedek brought both
to the victorious Abram in Genesis 14:18. Jesse
sent his son David to Saul with a donkey carrying
bread and a skin of wine (1 Sam 16:2). To appease
David’s wrath against her husband, Abigail sent
David bread and skins of wine in 1 Samuel 25:18.13
In Psalm 104:15 bread and wine are used to fortify and bring joy to man’s heart. In our immediate text, the prepositional phrases that qualify the
command to eat bread and to drink wine, “with
joy” and “with a merry heart,” reflect the celebratory nature of both commands.
The ki, “for,” clause provides a basis for the
preceding commands. The verb translated as
“approved,” rasah, indicates that God has taken
pleasure in “what you do.” The Lord is the subject
of rasah, to “take pleasure in,” in the Qal stem some
28 times in the OT.14 At times, he takes pleasure
in people (Ps 44:3 [Heb. v. 4]), with Zerubbabel’s
Temple (Hag 1:8), and the deeds of men (Deut
33:11), and, in this text, with “what you do.” On
the surface, this seemingly sounds like God takes
pleasure in anything people may do.15 However, if
we interpret v. 7b in its overall context, that cannot
be the meaning.16 To clarify the contextual meaning of v. 7b, four observations are helpful. First, as
with the other enjoyment-of-life passages, this one
has a strong theocentric perspective, with God as
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the subject of this clause. Each of the exhortations
commending the celebration of life not only has
a focus on enjoying life but also on God. In 2:24,
3:13, and 8:15 God bestows the gifts of satisfaction
in food, drink, and labor. In 3:22, man’s satisfaction
with his work is a God-ordained allotment in life.
In 5:18–20 God enables man to enjoy his wealth
and possessions. While Qohelet, in 11:9, exhorts
young people to enjoy their youth, he balances this
exhortation by the reality that “for all these things
God will bring you into judgment.” In short, God’s
sovereignty over this fallen world is not only a controlling factor in our immediate passage, but also in
the other enjoyment-of-life passages.
Second, the adverb “already” (kevar) qualifies “has approved.” This adverb, used nine times
in Ecclesiastes, ref lects that God has previously
approved “what you do.”17 From the specific context of vv. 7–10, this phrase refers to the divine gifts.
Because this passage is similar to 5:18 (Heb. v. 17)
with its focus on one enjoying God’s gifts , “already”
may refer to what “God has decreed from the beginning.”18 This is to say, one is able to enjoy these gifts
because God has ordained this enjoyment.
Third, “you” in “what you do” (ma’aseyka),
a second masculine singular pronominal suffix,
agrees with the three previous imperatives in this
verse. The referents of the personal pronoun are
those who savingly fear God, the people of God.
In Ecclesiastes, they are more explicitly referred to
as those who are pleasing in his sight (2:26; 7:26),
who fear him (8:12; 12:13), “the righteous,” “the
wise,” “the clean,” and “the good” (9:1, 2). These
are the ones who temper their enjoyment of life
with the knowledge that God holds them accountable for their deeds in his future judgment (11:9).
The people of God can judiciously enjoy life as
God has enabled them (5:19 [Heb. 5:18]; 6:2).19
Fourth, “what you do” has been interpreted in
two different ways. Initially, this phrase may be
taken as a reference to God’s delight in the righteous activities of the godly. Because of their righteousness, God guides them to the enjoyment of
his gifts. 20 This fits the overall context of 9:1–10

since the righteous and their deeds were introduced in v. 1. As mentioned in earlier enjoymentof-life passages, God grants his gifts to those who
are “good in his sight” with similar statements in
2:24; 3:12; 7:26.21 Another interpretation of “what
you do” is that it refers to God’s will being explicitly located in enjoying his largesse rather than in
whatever we want.22 It is likely that Qohelet’s argument, as Martin Shields rightly notes, “is that, if
life is enjoyable, it is only because God has allowed
it to be so, and if God has so permitted it then presumably God is favorably disposed toward those
who can enjoy life.” 23 While both views make
contextual sense of 9:1–10, the latter view fits the
immediate context of v. 7.
If this pericope stopped with v. 7, it would be
an exhortation to enjoy the routine gifts of eating
and drinking, like the preceding enjoyment-of-life
passages. However, Qohelet adds some additional
gifts in vv. 8–9.
V V. 8-9: NICE CLOTHES, OIL, AND
ONE’S WIFE
“Let your garments be always white. Let not
oil be lacking on your head.9 Enjoy life with the
wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life
that he has given you under the sun, because that
is your portion in life and in your toil at which you
toil under the sun.”
Qohelet gives three commands in vv. 8–9: “let
[your garments] be white,” “let [not oil] be lacking,” and “enjoy.” While the third command is an
imperative, the first two are jussive forms used as
commands. Each of these commands extols the
enjoyment of new elements in Ecclesiastes: garments being white, no deficiency of oil, and enjoying life with one’s wife. The first exhorts one to
always wear garments that are “white,” levanim,
with this adjective denoting brightness. 24 “The
white garments,” according to Delitzsch, “are in
contrast to the black robes of mourning, and thus
are an expression of festal joy, of a happy mood.”25
The significance of the adverb “always,” bekol-’eth,
is that whenever possible a believer should wear

clothes expressive of a joyful mood.26 The second
command focuses on regularly anointing one’s
head with oil. While oil was used in the ancient
Near East to fight the injurious consequences of
the scorching heat,27 it was also associated with joy
in Psalm 45:7, as here. The commands in this verse
about white clothing and oil, like other carpe diem
passages in Ecclesiastes, presuppose that Qohelet derives his theology from the early chapters of
Genesis. “Ecclesiastes and Genesis,” as Johnston
writes, “exhibit substantial agreement as to the
central point of the creation motif—that life is to
be celebrated as a ‘good’ creation of God.”28
The final command in v. 9a is to enjoy life with
one’s beloved wife. Three aspects of this command
require more explanation. To start with, the antecedent of “he” in the subordinate clause, “he has
given you,” is God, just as he was in the ki clause
of v. 7. Again, this asserts a strong theocentric perspective. In his sovereign control God grants man
a “wife” (Gen 2:24).
Second, “wife,” ’ishshah, could also be translated
as “woman.” An argument supporting this rendering is drawn from “woman” being anarthrous. 29
However, there are verses in the Old Testament
where the anarthrous use of ’ishshah refers to a wife:
Genesis 21:21; 24:3; 30:4, 7; and Leviticus 20:14.30
Because Qohelet’s argument is based on a theology
of creation, this provides solid support for taking
this as a reference to one’s wife. As Bartholomew
states, “Once we realize that the carpe diem vision
is rooted in a theology of creation, then the case for
this woman being one’s wife is compelling. Thus v.
9a is a positive affirmation of marriage that is to be
fully enjoyed in all it dimensions.”31
Finally, the precision of the esv’s translation
of hebel as “vain” (“all the days of your vain life”)
requires further examination. 32 Some English versions, such as the kjv, nkjv, rsv, and nrsv, translate hebel in Ecclesiastes 9:9 the same way as the
esv. In distinction from the translation of “vain,”
the niv and nlt render this word as “meaningless.” And the nasb, cev, net, and hcsb take it
as “fleeting,” though each version adopts a basic
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meaning for this term as “vanity,” “nonsense” (or
an equivalent), or “futility.”33 In distinction from
these English versions, Ogden and Bartholomew
have argued that a core meaning for hebel in Ecclesiastes, including 9:9, is something along the lines
of “enigmatic” or “mysterious.”34 Though I am not
convinced that any one word in English precisely
corresponds to hebel, I concur with the translation
of this term as “enigmatic,” or a similar expression,
since in Ecclesiastes it most closely approximates
the required sense of this Hebrew word in its overall context. This understanding requires clarification by providing an overview of the Hebrew noun
hebel and then integrating it into my interpretation
of its use in 9:9. 35
First, hebel’s placement in Ecclesiastes indicates
that it is the subject of this book. After an introduction in 1:1, Qohelet provides a sweeping gen
eralization in 1:2, “Hebel of hebels, says Qohelet,
hebel of hebels, all is hebel.” Qohelet’s placement
of this term at the inception of the book is where
we might expect an author to place his subject.
His catchword hebel is used five times in this verse.
That this is the subject is further confirmed by the
fact that Qohelet concludes his work with three
uses of hebel in 12:8, with twenty-nine or thirty
other uses. 36 The noun hebel is used in the Hebrew
Bible seventy-three times with thirty-seven or
thirty-eight of these occurrences in Ecclesiastes.
The literal meaning of hebel is “vapor, breath.”
It also has a metaphorical use denoting what is
“evanescent, unsubstantial, worthless, vanity.”37
Beyond Ecclesiastes the employment of hebel as a
metaphor often denotes something that is vain or
has no value. 38
The metaphorical rendering of hebel, however,
is not limited to something having no value. This is
illustrated by the Septuagint’s translation of Ecclesiastes with its rendering of this word as mataiotes,
“emptiness, fut ility, purposelessness, transitoriness.”39 Since the Greek term includes the nuance
of “transitoriness,” it allows for a broader use than
a strictly pessimistic sense.40 However, the dominance of the derogatory sense of hebel goes back
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to Jerome, who translated it with vanitas, “unsubstantial or illusory quality, emptiness, falsity, and
untruthfulness.”41 Since Jerome’s day the majority
of translations have rendered hebel with “vanity.”
Currently, “vanity,” as well as similar pejorative renderings, is found in many English translations.
However, a few versions, such as nasb, cev,
hcsb, and net, use multiple renderings of hebel,
ranging from “vanity” to “futility” as a primary use,
while employing “fleeting” in a few contexts like
9:9. With the multiple-word approach, “fleeting,”
or another equivalent term, has some appeal. However, the multiple renditions of hebel as found in a
few versions are a problem. More specifically, it is
a problem in the contexts where hebel is defined as
part of the “all is hebel” assessment of 1:2 and 12:8.
If Qohelet announces in 1:2 and 12:8 that “all is
hebel” and then describes the specifics of the “all”
and evaluates these as hebel, then it must have a
common nuance throughout Ecclesiastes.42 This
has also been noted by Fredericks, who has perceptively observed that it is an error “to see distinct
spheres of meaning for the word and to select the
correct one for each context, ending in a multifarious description of reality that is contrary to a significant purpose for the unifying and generalizing
agenda of Qoheleth—‘everything is breath.’”43
As noted above, I am persuaded that a case can
be made for rendering hebel as “enigmatic” or an
equivalent expression. I will briefly present three
arguments that support this understanding. (1)
The phrase “striving after wind,” re’uth ruah, serves
as a qualifier of hebel. This is seen in Ecclesiastes
1:14: “All is vanity and a striving after wind.” The
phrase also occurs in Ecclesiastes 2:11, 17, 26; 4:4,
6; 6:9. “Striving after wind” could also be rendered as “shepherding the wind.” Either phrase
pictures an attempt to do the impossible: control
the wind.44 “A man may determine or make up his
mind,” as H. Carl Shanks maintains, “to accomplish something eternally significant in a creation
subjected to vanity, yet no matter how hard he tries
Qoheleth tells him it will be a fruitless endeavor.
A man in his toil ‘under the sun’ grasps after the

wind and attains precious little for all his labor.”45
In short, this qualifying phrase lends support for
taking hebel as “enigmatic.”
(2) Specific contexts evaluated as hebel also
support taking this word as “enigmatic.” Though
other contexts could be added,46 I will make note
of two such scenarios: 3:16–19 and 8:14. In 3:16–
19 Qohelet, expecting to find justice finds wickedness instead: “I saw under the sun that in the
place of justice, even there was wickedness, and in
the place of righteousness, even there was wickedness (3:16).” We should note that the legal setting
is emphasized by parallel nature of “the place of
justice” and “the place of righteousness.” Further,
his disappointment and vexation are expressed by
the repetition of “there was wickedness.” If wickedness is found in the very place that God has set
up to execute justice, evil must pervade all the
other places of life in this sin-cursed world. The
repetition of “I said in my heart” at the beginning
of v. 17 and v. 18 reflects a twofold response to this
vexing situation. First, Qohelet initially provides
an orthodox response in v. 17. Though not in this
life, God will ultimately judge people according
to their righteousness or wickedness.47 Second, he
provides a perplexing response in vv. 18–19. God
uses the pervasiveness of evil to demonstrate to
people that they have a common mortality with
beasts and will die just like them. Though eventually all die, this second response often leaves
the issue of injustice unresolved for those living
“under the sun.”48 In v. 19 Qohelet evaluates this
frustrating situation as hebel. As Qohelet states
earlier in this chapter, God has given people a
sense of eternity in their hearts, yet they “cannot fathom what God has done from beginning
to end” (3:11). In this context the noun hebel “is
the vehicle,” according to Ogden, “chosen to draw
attention to an enigmatic situation, a theological
conundrum.”49 In 8:14 Qohelet describes a setting where a righteous person receives what the
wicked should get; and the wicked what the righteous should receive. This situation conflicts with
the common understanding of retribution dogma

stressing that righteous people are rewarded for
their virtuous lifestyles and the wicked are judged
for their evil lifestyles. Because our author cannot
comprehend this situation, he is vexed and also
assesses it as hebel.
Both 3:16–19 and 8:14 have a theocentric perspective. And, each passage is in a context that also
contains a carpe diem text (3:22; 8:15). As a result,
the hebel assessment in each text does not have a
strictly negative sense such as “vanity.” Further, the
issues described in both passages, the pervasiveness of wickedness (3:16–19) and the reversal of the
retribution doctrine, are not temporary. Qohelet, in
both contexts, affirms that God providentially controls all aspects of life with their appointed times,
but recognizes that divine providence is veiled.
Since the righteous and the wicked are under God’s
control and his providence is shrouded, no one
can comprehend the activity done “under the sun”
(8:17). These texts provide further support for interpreting hebel as “enigmatic.”
(3) In Ecclesiastes Qohelet recounts his search
for meaning and purpose in life. His pursuit was to
gain insight into life’s meaning. When he recounts
in 1:13 that he applied his heart to explore with
wisdom everything done “under the sun,” he
reflects the epistemological nature of his search.
Further, his exploration was not random but a
comprehensive quest that examined all the facets
of life occurring “under the sun,” “under heaven,”
or “on earth.”50 A few examples stress the cognitive dimension of his rigorous quest. He observes
“everything that is done under the sun” (1:14);wisdom and understanding (1:16); madness and folly
(2:12); labor produced by rivalry (4:4); riches
hurting the one who posses them (5:13);injustice in the halls of justice (3:16); one whom God
has not enabled to enjoy his wealth (6:1–2); and,
retribution violating a strict cause and effect relationship (7:15). These are various aspects of “all
is hebel” (1:2; 12:8).
In his search for the meaning of life, Qohelet is
also perplexed because he sees the disparities of
divine providence and cannot figure them out. In
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addition, because he is unable to comprehend the
work of God (3:11; 7:14; 8:17), he often communicates his vexation, adding an emotive element
to his search. As he diligently uses his wisdom to
study everything done under heaven, he states that
it was an “unhappy business” (1:13). When evaluating, in 2:11, what he achieved with the pleasureseeking experiment brought him no gain. Qohelet
hates life in 2:17 because the work done “under the
sun” was a grief to him. In 4:7–8 Qohelet observes
how work was unsatisfying when a man has no one
to share it with. He specifically identifies all these
scenarios as hebel (1:14; 2:11, 17; 4:7, 8). It is these
types of situations that reflect the incomprehensible nature of life.
With his investigation, Qohelet saw the unresolved tensions of a world that had been cursed
by the Fall and which results in plenty of suffering. Nevertheless, even in the midst of this kind
of world, he could also commend the enjoyment
of life because God in common grace upheld
aspects of his creational design. Qohelet’s tension
arises from the perplexing conflicts between both
aspects of creation. As a godly sage, Qohelet “could
affirm,” as Caneday states, “both the aimlessness
of life ‘under the sun’ and the enjoyment of life precisely because he believed in the God who cursed
his creation on account of man’s rebellion, but who
was in the process, throughout earth’s history, of
redeeming man and creation.”51 All of this suggests that the use of hebel in Ecclesiastes relates
to the issue of man’s inability to comprehend the
activities done “under the sun.”52
As this relates to Ecclesiastes 9:9, Qohelet’s use
of hebel reinforces the book’s focus on the puzzling
nature of life. As such, he exhorts his male audience to enjoy life with their beloved wives during
their perplexing days on earth. 53
The ki, “because,” clause gives a reason for vv.
8–9a. The antecedent of the subject, “it” (hu’), is
the preceding advantages: garments being white,
no deficiency of oil, and enjoying life with one’s
wife. The predicate nominative for the subject is
heleq, “portion.” Heleq appears in the Old Testa-
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ment sixty-nine times, with eight of its uses in
Ecclesiastes. Outside of this book, heleq may refer
to a portion of plunder (Gen 14:24), an inheritance
(Gen 31:14), and a plot of land (Num 18:20). 54 In
Ecclesiastes, it is used to describe satisfaction from
the benefits of one’s labor and from the divine
gifts (2:10, 21; 3:22; 5:18, 19 [Heb. vv. 17, 18];
9:9; 11:2). In contrast to 9:6, where the dead no
longer have any “portion,” heleq, in what is done
“under the sun,” heleq, in 9:9, is used in reference
to one’s life and labor prior to death: “in life and in
your toilsome labor under the sun.” This is to say,
Qohelet contrasts his positive portion in v. 9 with
the enigmatic nature of the lack of a “portion” in
death (v. 6).
With Qohelet’s theology being derived from
the early chapters of Genesis he has provided specifics for enjoying life in vv. 7–9, even though he
is fully aware of the difficulties of living in a fallen
world. Based on this theology, he makes a more
general appeal in the following verse.
V. 10: LIVE WHOLEHEARTEDLY
“Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your
might, for there is no work or thought or knowledge
or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.”
Unlike the units in v. 7 and vv. 8–9, v. 10 has
only one command: “do.” This command is to
accomplish “whatever your hand finds to do.”
Further, this task should be pursued “with your
might.” This is to say, one should wholeheartedly
pursue the divinely approved activities of this life.
The phrase “whatever your hand finds to do” might
be viewed as a reference to engaging in anything
one desires.55 However, the context of v. 10 prohibits this type of interpretation, as we saw in v. 7. In
the phrase “whatever your hand finds to do,” the
“hand,” yadh, and “finding,” matsa’, picture someone having the sufficiency or ability to accomplish something. 56 In the context of Ecclesiastes
it means that, as God enables people (6:2), they
should pursue the specifics of what is detailed in
the carpe diem passages (eating, drinking, working
along with the benefits from it, and wisdom). 57 As

the last half of v. 10 implies, one should diligently
pursue life with intelligence and wisdom. Though
Qohelet lived in a world that had been cursed by
the Fall, and in which we all experience trials and
difficulties, he also could commend enthusiastic
activity because he understood that God was also
preserving an aspect of his creational design. As
such, v. 10a does not imply a cynicism towards
life. However, Qohelet has more to say with the ki
clause in v. 10b.
The ki, “for,” clause provides motivation for
enthusiastic living: death will bring life to an
end. Four aspects of earthly life are lost at death:
“work,” “thought,” “knowledge,” and “wisdom.”
While the living have capacities to enjoy life, prospects for rewards, and opportunities for planning,
the dead can no longer experience these earthly
benefits. Qohelet was not explaining, in the words
of Glenn, “what the state of the dead is; he was
stating what it is not. He did this to emphasize the
lost opportunities of the present life, opportunities for serving God and enjoying His gifts.”58
Highlighting the state of the dead as a motivation for living wholeheartedly, we should note
that the concept of death in v. 10b is related to
Sheol. According to this verse, Qohelet’s audience
was destined for Sheol, perhaps the underworld.
While the esv, along with the nkjv, nasb, nrsv,
and net, transliterates the Hebrew word, other
versions render it as “grave” (so kjv, niv, and nlt).
Arguments can be made to support either translation. 59 In either case, Qohelet’s motivation for
celebrating life is clear: death is the terminus for
life “under the sun.”60
Ecclesiastes 9:7–10, then, provide an exhortation to its audience to enjoy the divine benefits
and to affirm a God-centered approach to life.
However, even in an encouraging passage like this,
the influence of the curse is still present with the
allusion to death in v. 10b. The state of the dead
links the verse with the larger context of 9:1–12
and has implications that relate to the whole book.
While the author has previously established in
2:14 and 3:19–20, as well as 9:10b, that the same

fate of death awaits every person, he devotes more
space to the discussion of death in 9:1–6, 11–12.
Though a sage cannot know his future, he knows
one truth about his future: the inescapability of
death. When vv. 7–10 are set in their immediate
context of 9:1–12, this passage reflects the contrast
between life and death. How does this antithesis
integrate with the book as a whole?
THE ANTITHETICAL NATUR E OF
ECCLESIASTES
The tension between life and death is reflective
of Qohelet’s overall dialectical design in Ecclesiastes.61 The author recounts how he lives in a paradoxical world that was cursed with unsolvable
conflicts and disjointedness, yet he also affirmed
that God is renewing creation and man. Because
of this mixed fabric of life “under the sun,” he did
not craft Ecclesiastes with a logical progression
of ideas. Rather his literary masterpiece has a
cyclical structure: “The author returns again and
again to the same point and often concludes his
discussion with the same recurring formulae.”62
Qohelet’s cyclical pattern mingles negative and
positive themes to mirror the perplexing nature
of life. His modus operandi is initially to develop
a negative subject and then follow it by another
with a celebratory note. Why did he mix the two
perspectives? Ryken explains:
His mingling of negative and positive is realistic
and faithful to the mixed nature of human experience. The technique keeps the reader alert. It also
creates the vigor of plot conflict for this collection
of proverbs, as the writer lets the two viewpoints
clash. The dialectical pattern of opposites is a
strate gy of highlighting: the glory of a Godcentered life stands out all the more brightly for
having been contrasted to its gloomy opposite.63

With Qohelet’s dialectical approach, the hebel
and carpe diem passages are the dominant polarizing subjects in the book. Other subjects include
the contrast between an enduring cosmos and the
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temporal nature of man in 1:4–11, a list of antithetical subjects in 3:1–8, work as an infuriating
enigma in 2:11 but in 2:24 it is something to be
enjoyed, and justice not being found in the halls
of justice in 3:16.
What is specifically pertinent in this paper is
Qohelet’s struggle with the antithetical nature of
life and death in 9:1–12. From a theological perspective, this polarizing nature of life was divinely
imposed on the created realm when God judged it
with death and destruction. It is this struggle that
impacts 9:1–12. However, the author has more to
say about this issue. For example, he states that the
day of death is better than the day of birth (7:1);
however, he also explains that anyone who is living has hope and that a living dog is better than
a dead lion (9:4–6). He hates life in 2:17, yet recommends its enjoyment in 2:24–26. In addition,
death is no respecter of animate beings. Both man
and animals die (3:18–21). Someone may vigorously work to acquire wealth during his lifetime,
but he will die like the fool. At death he must leave
the benefits from his work, “Just as he came, so
shall he go, and what gain is there to him who toils
for the wind” (5:16 [Heb. 5:15]). Like the rest of
humanity, the wise man has no power over the
timing of his death (8:2–8). Returning to 9:7–10,
these verses are antithetical to vv. 1–6 and 11–12.
In response to the ever-present nature of death,
Qohelet uses a series of imperatives in vv. 7–10, to
make a strong case for celebrating life.
A s the book of Ecclesiastes recounts the
author’s consuming pursuit to find meaning and
purpose in life, it starts and concludes with “all
is enigmatic” (1:2; 12:8). In Ecclesiastes Qohelet
recounts his consuming pursuit to find meaning
and purpose in life, and he begins and concludes
his work with “all is enigmatic” (1:2; 12:8). This
search involved his use of experimentation and
empirical observations. But Qohelet’s interpretation of this data is predicated on his commitment to Israel’s wisdom tradition. This tradition
explains why Ecclesiastes is permeated with connections to the early chapters of Genesis: creation,
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Fall, and redemption. Because of man’s finiteness
and depravity, the sage’s attempt to fully fathom
life was marked by one exacerbating turn after
another, each ending at an impasse. Qohelet
became fully aware that he could not grasp God’s
work. Yet, as a sage, he embraced his sovereign
God who disperses his gifts according to his own
good pleasure. In brief, Qohelet designed his book
to follow a dialectical pattern showing the many
distortions and conflicts in life and the beauty of
a God-centered worldview along with his many
gifts. Therefore, in its immediate context, 9:7–10
provides a glimpse of the book’s overall message
for realistically navigating life in a world marred
by the curse.
Having looked at the antithetical nature of
Ecclesiastes and its connection with 9:7–10, we
are in a position to look at this text’s function
in Ecclesiastes.
THE FUNCTION OF 9:7-10 IN
ECCLESIASTES
The function of 9:7–10 and the other enjoyment-of-life passages in Ecclesiastes are an issue of
some debate.64 Is 9:7–10 an emotional outburst of
“wishful thinking,” as Anderson contends?65 Or is
this passage, as well as the other enjoyment-of-life
texts, “a concession to human nature”?66 Both of
these questions reflect a pessimistic view of Ecclesiastes. However, this is not the only way to interpret this text. What role does this passage have
in Ecclesiastes? Three explanations of it will be
evaluated. Before this evaluation, however, I will
briefly summarize the argument of Ecclesiastes.
The subject of Ecclesiastes is found in 1:2 and
12:8: “All is enigmatic.” This is to say, Qohelet’s
message focuses on his inability to comprehend
the significance of the activities in this life. His
failure is put on display in Ecclesiastes with his
perplexing search for meaning and purpose in life.
To focus his search, he poses a programmatic question in 1:3: “What does man gain by all the toil at
which he toils under the sun?” With this question,
his topic is exemplified in the issue of labor. This

question simply frames his subject in terms of the
dominion mandate of Genesis 1 and 2 where God
appointed Adam as a vice-regent to subdue the
earth. When Adam disobeyed by eating the fruit
from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, God
judged the first couple and the world over which
they presided. With the divinely imposed curse
on the land, man’s labor became strenuous and
frustrating (Gen 3:17–19; cf. Eccl 2:22–23). The
noun translated as “gain,” yitrôn, is used ten times
in Ecclesiastes67 and refers to gaining an advantage
in life. 68 As a sage, Qohelet shows how he evaluated wisdom. For instance, in 2:13 he states “there
is more gain (yitrôn) in wisdom than in folly, as
there is more gain (yitrôn) in light than in darkness.” However, this gain, in 2:14–16, is relative
since both the sage and fool die. Wisdom has some
advantage in this life but it does not provide an
answer to the enigmas of life.
With his search Qohelet portrays how life
ref lects the curse. He saw how all creation had
become twisted by the Fall (Eccl 1:15; 7:13). Yet,
in the midst of a disjointed and inexplicable world,
Qohelet, as a godly sage, could also see how God
began a process of bringing blessing to his creation
(see Gen 1:28; 3:15; 9:1, 26–27; 12:2–3). Because
he has not rescinded his creational design, the carpe
diem passages affirm God’s presence and extol his
gifts. Ecclesiastes 12:13–14 should also be integrated with these texts: “The end of the matter; all
has been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. For God
will bring every deed into judgment, with every
secret thing, whether good or evil.” While the fear
of God and keeping his commandment are not
explicitly linked in other sections of Ecclesiastes
as they are here, both concepts appear in this book.
For example, fearing God has been referenced at
other places (3:14; 5:7 [Heb. v. 6]; 7:18; 8:12, 13).
In addition, true obedience to the Law has also
been mentioned (5:1–7 [Heb. 4:17–5:6]; 8:2; 9:2;
12:1) and building one’s life on the wisdom outlined in Ecclesiastes.69 Factoring in the positive passages with the negative ones, the book’s message

may be summarized. In spite of life being filled
with unsolvable enigmas and injustices, “life,” as
Glenn states, “should not be abandoned or filled
with despair. Rather, life should be lived in complete trust in God, be received and enjoyed as a
gift from His good hand, and be lived in the light
of His future judgment.”70
Having summarized the book’s argument, a perspective is established to examine the function of
9:7–10 in Ecclesiastes. Though there are a number
of options, we will look at a representative for three
options that appear in evangelical commentaries.71
The first view is a resignation to the meaninglessness of life. Since 9:1–12 is dealing with
death that has nothing beyond the grave, this
implies that life makes no sense.72 Death’s darkness indicates that life is pointless. As a result,
the pleasures of vv. 7–10 are only a concession to
this darkness. Longman maintains that,
life is full of trouble and then you die. Some
interpreters attempt to mitigate this hard
message by appealing to six passages that
they interpret as offering a positive view
toward life (2:24–26; 3:13–14; 3:22; 5:17–19
[English 5:18–20]; 8:15; 9:7–10). One must
admit, however, that Qohelet only suggested
a limited type of joy in these passages. Only
three areas are specified—eating, drinking,
and work. In addition, Qohelet’s introduction
to pleasure was hardly enthusiastic …. In the
commentary section we will argue that here
Qohelet expresses resignation rather than
affirmation. Then further, he believed God
was the only one who could allow people
to experience enjoyment, a situation that
brought him no ultimate satisfaction …. It
is more in keeping with the book as a whole
to understand these passages as they have
been taken through much of the history of
interpretation, that is, a call to seize the day
(carpe diem). In the darkness of a life that has
no ultimate meaning, enjoy the temporal
pleasures that lighten the burden.73
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As Longman’s states, 9:7–10 is a resignation to
the vexing nature of life. In describing 9:1–10,
he maintains that these are “among the most
clearly pessimistic of the entire book, though its
thought has already been encountered … The only
recourse for beings is to eke out whatever enjoyment life offers (vv. 7–10), because there is nothing
beyond the grave.” 74
The second view is a celebration of life as a
gift from God. According to this view, Qohelet’s
response to the antithetical nature of life and death
is to enjoy God’s gifts. One of the leading proponents of this view, Ogden summarizes this reading.
It will be argued in this the commentary to follow
that although the hebel-phrase occurs in many
concluding statements, these are points at which
the author answers his own programmatic question. They are not the point at which he offers his
advice on how to live in a world plagued by so
many enigmas. That advice comes in the reiterated calls to enjoyment in 2:24; 3:12, 22; 5:17
(18); 8:15, as well as 9:7–10. We shall be looking
not to a secondary element in the book’s framework, but to the climactic statement, the call to
enjoyment, as that which puts the thesis of the
book. Thus the structure assists in our answering
the question of the book’s thesis. Its thesis, then,
is that life under God must be taken and enjoyed
in all its mystery.75

In contrast to Longman’s view, Ogden maintains that the use of imperatives in 9:7–10 “gives
the enjoyment theme in this case a more authoritative cast.” He further states, “The pursuit of pleasure, as Qoheleth defines it, is enjoined for the
reason that it is a divine gift.” 76
The final view is a celebration of life as the culmination to Ecclesiastes. Recently, Bartholomew
has proposed this interpretation. In his commentary he attempts to resolve the conf lict between
the pessimistic evaluation of the hebel passages
and the sanguinity of the celebration-of-life texts
with the positive resolution prevailing in the last
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part of Ecclesiastes. Because his view is of recent
vintage, it requires a brief explanation.
Having been inf luenced by third century BC
Greek philosophy, Qohelet’s hebel conclusions are
a result of his autonomous epistemology. These
conclusions are in juxtaposition with the joy passages—a reflection of Israelite tradition. The deliberate juxtaposition of both motifs creates gaps for
the reader. Ecclesiastes describes Qohelet’s journey to resolve these gaps. His trip ends when the
deliberately juxtaposed gaps are resolved in 11:8–
10 and 12:1–7.77 Through most of the first eleven
chapters in Ecclesiastes, the author’s pattern is to
initially draw a hebel conclusion with an enjoyment-of-life text immediately following. However,
the order is reversed when the enjoyment-of-life
passage comes first in 11:8–10 and 12:1–7. Rather
than responding to life with an autonomous epistemology, the reversal of both motifs ostensibly
fills the gaps by providing the solution to life in an
enigmatic world. With this reversal the emphasis
of the joy passage on rejoicing and remembering
one’s Creator answers the hebel passages with their
emphasis on the lack of meaning in life.78 In reference to 9:7–10, Bartholomew maintains both
motifs threaten,
to pull each other apart. As the advice to seize
the day becomes imperative, so the enigma of life
pulls in the opposite direction, and we see here
the imminent explosion of Qohelet’s attempt to
hold on to both. Once again the exhortation to
enjoyment should therefore not just be seen as
the answer to the problem of the universality of
death. The contradiction remains unresolved.79

In brief ly evaluating the three approaches,
Longman’s resignation view is tethered to his pessimistic view of Qohelet’s words. In his view, the
hebel passages are the controlling mood of Qohelet. As such, he describes 9:7–10 as having no ultimate meaning.80 Since Qohelet’s words are those
of one who is unorthodox and cynical,81 normative
theology will not be found in passages like 9:7–10

or in any of Qohelet’s words. With this view the
only value the words of Qohelet have relates to his
supposed function as a foil to the other books in
the canon. In the final analysis, normative theology will only be derived from the “frame narrator”
in 12:8–14.82
The value of Bartholomew’s overall view of
Ecclesiastes is that it is not a foil to the other books
of the canon. Again, Bartholomew’s conclusion
about celebrating life in 11:8–10 and 12:1–7 is
helpful, though his contention that the contradictions in 9:7–10 are not resolved gives me pause. In
9:1–12 Qohelet’s autonomous epistemology (the
enigmatic nature of death in vv. 1–6, 11–12), collides with Israel’s wisdom tradition (the celebration of life in vv. 7–10). 83 My reservations relate
to Qohelet’s autonomous epistemology. While
Bartholomew has Qohelet’s epistemology based
on Greek philosophy, with a return to Israelite
wisdom only in the conclusion of the book, it
is preferable to say that Qohelet’s epistemology
throughout the book, including 9:7–10, is based
on the wisdom tradition of Israel.
Ogden’s preferable explanation of 9:7–10
works with the patent meaning of this text and
is not given to exegetical inference. In brief, as a
response to all sharing the same inevitable fate of
death, the people of God are urged to celebrate
life’s gifts as coming from the sovereign God.
Our exegesis of 9:7–10 is consistent with Ogden’s
explanation of this text’s function in the context.
This type of approach takes into account not only
the exegesis of this text, but also the overall theology of Ecclesiastes, and, as such, provides wisdom
for living in a sin-cursed world which is characterized by suffering, death, and judgment.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
This article’s objective has been to examine a
passage, Ecclesiastes 9:7–10, containing the carpe
diem motif in connection with the hebel theme
of death and to explain how this text links to the
message of Ecclesiastes, and thus teaches us how
to live realistically “under the sun.” Initially, this

study analyzed 9:7–10. The development of this
text reflected three units: verse 7 with its focus
on enjoying food and drink, verses 8–9 emphasizing nice clothes, oil, and enjoying life with
one’s wife, and verse 10 with its attention to living
wholeheartedly. In addition, 9:7–10 was placed in
the overall context of Ecclesiastes, including an
examination of the antithetical nature of Ecclesiastes. The sage designed his work to reflect the
paradoxes of life in a sin-cursed and fallen world.
The nature of life “under the sun” hindered his
search for meaning and purpose. Another facet of
this placement focused on how 9:7–10 functions
in Ecclesiastes. After a brief synopsis of Qohelet’s message, three explanations of this passage’s
function were summarized: the resignation, the
celebration-of-life, and the culmination-in-celebrating-life views. Ogden offers the best explanation since he shows how death in 9:1–12 provides
a motivation for God’s people to celebrate life as
a gift of God.
Like Qohelet we live in a world that is cursed by
the Fall. Further, as creatures in Qohelet’s day and
ours, none can comprehend the mysterious and
paradoxical nature of divine providence. People
are unable to predict whether good or evil lie in
their future. God has made all the facets of life in
such a way that humanity “may not find out anything that will be after him” (7:14). In short, like
Qohelet we live in a perplexing world, yet certainly
in light of Christ we have greater understanding
than he had. In the midst of this sin-cursed world,
the sage’s advice, from 9:7–10, for navigating life is
to fear our sovereign God and enjoy his good gifts.
In light of the coming of Christ and the greater
realities he has ushered in, Paul has a similar
thought when he says in 1 Corinthians 10:31, “So,
whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do
all to the glory of God.” Living in a fallen and suffering world is inevitable until Christ comes again,
but in the meantime, we are called to live life to its
full in joy, faith, and confidence in our sovereign
God who is bringing all of his purposes to pass in
Christ Jesus our Lord.
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