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THE WHOLE OF MAN 
Ecclesiastes 12:13 
 
 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they 
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are 

Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness. 
 
Those familiar words were included in the Declaration of Independence that the second 
continental congress adopted on July 4, 1776. Those same words have become the foundation 
of the hopes and understandings many people in our nation have about our country.   
 
The words adopted by the second continental congress stand in contrast to the words embraced 
by the preacher in the book of Ecclesiastes. At the end of the book, the preacher wrote that 
things like the ‘self-evident truths’ of the Declaration of Independence belong to the “vanity of 
vanities”1 he saw filling the world (Ecclesiastes 1:2; 12:8).  
 
Given our nation’s celebration of our nation’s independence, including the freedoms and rights 
attached to that independence, we will consider the perspective of Ecclesiastes and what 
insights it offers us on our relationship with our nation. 
 

“The end of the matter” 
• Ecclesiastes belongs to the Jewish wisdom literature contained in the Old Testament (Job, 

Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes) that offer a variety of perspectives on the same subject – living a 
good life.  

• Ecclesiastes adds a realist perspective to the subject of a good life by pointing out a problem 
– things do not always work out like we think they should (cf. Ecclesiastes 3:16; 4:1). 

• Two phrases lie at the heart of the book’s perspective: 
o “Under the sun”, used twenty-eight times in the book, refers to human life as we 

know it and experience it. 
o “Vanity”, used thirty-eight times, translates a Hebrew word that literally means 

“breath”, “vapor”. The book employs the word, not to indicate something 
meaningless, but something seemingly substantial but that is instead illusory. 

• The preacher in Ecclesiastes (Ecclesiastes 1:12) uses those two phrases to write that human 
life, as we know it, has an illusory quality – things do not always turn out like we believe they 
should, and we have very little control over those outcomes.  

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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o Life’s illusory quality, for example, manifests itself in the contrast between Proverbs 
and Ecclesiastes – Proverbs’ statements about right behavior leading to blessings (cf. 
Proverbs 22:6), the preacher in Ecclesiastes points out, do not always hold true. 

o A few factors contribute to life’s illusory quality: 
▪ Death removes any advantages we think we might possess and consequently 

equalizes all people (Ecclesiastes 2:16; 3:19; 9:1-6). 
▪ Time erases an individual’s accomplishments and uniqueness (Ecclesiastes 

9:11-12; 1:1-11). 
▪ Chance creates an unpredictability for which we cannot account (Ecclesiastes 

9:11-12; 5:13-17). 

• Because humans cannot control life, one should not base their life on the things of this life 
(Ecclesiastes 2:1, 15; 6:2).  

• The preacher consequently reached the following conclusions: 
o Enjoy whatever blessings you happen to have in life (cf. Ecclesiastes 2:24; 3:12-13, 22; 

5:18; 8:15; 9:7-10).  
o Do not build your identity or security on your actions or station in this life 

(Ecclesiastes 6:1-9; 7:15-18). 
o One should focus on God, whose sovereign and unchanging identity gives life a 

concrete purpose. 
 

“The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments, 
for this is the whole duty of man” (Ecclesiastes 12:13).  

 

The “end of the matter” and “self-evident truths” 
• Our nation builds itself on good ideals like “all men are created equal” but we recognize 

those ideals have been applied unequally.  

• The solution to the inequities and disconnects we experience in this life does not reside in 
more control or more work or more legislation; it instead resides in submitting to God’s 
sovereign rule (Ecclesiastes 12:13; Job 40:6-14; Habakkuk 1-3). 

• Recognize that you only have very limited control over the circumstances of your life. Do not 
weary yourself trying to control things you cannot control. 

• “Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” are good and should be celebrated but recognize 
that they are limited goods; they possess life’s illusory quality because death, time, and 
chance interfere with their ideal. 

• Do not pin your hopes on limited things; instead build them on the sovereign identity of our 
God. 

 
 
We enjoy many blessing in our country, blessings we are right to celebrate and for which we 
should thank God. We must not, however, give those blessings an inappropriate place in our 
lives. Enjoy them, praise God for them, but base your identity on God and not our country. 


