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Clutching at Mist 

Ecclesiastes 
Readings: Ecclesiastes 1:1-15; James 4:13-17; John 6:24-27, 35 

 

Are you all sitting comfortably?  We all like to be comfortable don’t we, there is 
something inherently nice about being comfortable.  Advertisers know this, they will try 
to sell us things by using comfortable language, speaking of security, of a prosperous 
future, of taking control of your life. 

We would much rather hear such things than face uncomfortable truths.  And we 
know there are uncomfortable truths out there, it is all to easy in the words of Pink Floyd 
to become “Comfortably Numb” 

As we look at the book of Ecclesiastes over the next couple of weeks we will be 
faced with some uncomfortable truths, about a lack of security, a lack of understanding, 
a lack of control.  Yet we shall see I hope also that, as always with the truth, it will set us 
free. 

PROBLEM OF UNDERSTANDING 

Part of the reason for asking whether you 
are sitting comfortably is because I love the book of 
Ecclesiastes and can talk about it for some time.  
But it seems to be popular with many not so much 
despite its dark tone but because of it.  It seems so 
modern filled with existential angst, so it is turn, 
turn, turned into folk songs, and people see it as if 
the teacher with all his investigations has 
discovered as the scientist has done in the Far 
Side cartoon that life doesn’t add up to much. 

Yet we need to make sure that we 
understand the book on its own terms and within its 
culture not ours.  If we start by thinking that the 
book is a work of modern philosophy we will 
misunderstand the book and miss its message. 

START AT THE BEGINNING 

If we are going to understand the book properly we should start at the beginning, 
a very good place to start. “The words of the Teacher, son of David, king of Jerusalem” 
(1:1).  From the beginning we are told that we are in the realm of Israelite wisdom with 
all that this entails.  This not a modern philosopher or scientist but someone of the 
people of Yahweh, brought up in the fear of the Lord. 

We then have the catch cry of the book and I will used the Hebrew word that is 
used. "Hebel! Hebel!" says the Teacher. "Utterly Hebel! Everything is Hebel."  The word 
hebel has the idea of breath, vapour or mist and has proved very difficult to translate I 
found over 24 different translations: absurd, vanity, even bubble.  Many seem to me, 
especially the NIV’s “meaningless” as anachronistic, it simply would not have been the 
way people in that time would have thought. 
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But perhaps more importantly given the way that wisdom literature often 
encourages the reader to consider something from nature and draw a lesson out of it 
that it is perhaps better suited to the genre to leave the word as “mist” and seek to 
understand as we read on what the Teacher meant by it. The poem which follows 
looking at the cycles of nature encourages such a course. To translate hebel may be 
vanity in and of itself. So whenever you see the word “vanity” think “mist” and seek to 
understand what it means for all things to be mist.  

THE FRUSTRATED QUEST 1:13-15 

This has set the scene for the true start of the book as the teacher tells of his 
quest for understanding.  He says that he desires to understand all that is done under 
heaven.  He says that this is a heavy burden that God has laid on humanity, presumably 
this desire to understand, to comprehend the world in which we live, certainly a central 
characteristic of all human societies.   

He then says that he has seen all things done under the sun and all are hebel.  
This is usually taken to mean that he has completed his search and he has come to this 
frustrating conclusion, with "under the sun” and “under heaven” being taken to be 
synonyms for looking at everything. 

My research however suggests that something more subtle is going on here.  In 
the Old Testament “under heaven” always means all of creation but from God’s 
perspective.  This is perhaps most clearly put in Job 28:23-24 “God understands the 
way to [Wisdom] and he alone knows where it dwells, for he views the ends of the earth 
and sees everything under the heavens.”  God alone is all wise because he sees all 
things “under heaven”.  This suggests that our Teacher is actually seeking to be wise 
like God in his search. 

His results however are not “under heaven” but are “under the sun” a much more 
human perspective, which speaks of toil and sweat, but also being only able to see in 
the available light.  This means that he has not successfully completed his quest and 
come to a frustrating conclusion, rather his quest itself has been frustrated.  It is the 
difference between saying “I went to the shop and they had no donuts”, and “I couldn’t 
find the shop so I have no idea if they have any donuts.”  He has sought to understand 
like God but he cannot.  With all his human limitations he can only see under the sun.  
The problem is not that he didn’t look hard enough but rather that he is simply not God. 

From this he concludes that all is hebel, mist, vapour.  I would like to suggest that 
what he means by this is ungraspable, he simply cannot get a handle on what is going 
on.  It certainly fits well with the idea of chasing after the wind and the lament of the fixed 
state of not having access to all the information. “What is twisted cannot be 
straightened; what is lacking cannot be counted.” (Ecclesiastes 1:15, NIV). Unlike God 
we cannot see all things under heaven.  To quote Aerosmith “We're looking at the world 
in a different world and God knows it ain't his.”   ("Living on the Edge") 

THE SOURCE OF HEBEL 3:1-12 

Now what is the source of this hebel, why are things like this?  We find the 
answer as part of the famous time poem of chapter 3.   “There is a time for everything, 
and a season for every activity under heaven: a time to be born and a time to die, a time 
to plant and a time to uproot” (3:1-2). 

While this is often read at funerals for a sense of comfort of the settled order of 
things the poem actually speaks of the frustrating nature of existence as each pair in the 
poem cancels each other out leaving nothing actually achieve. This leads to verse 9 
usually not read at funerals “What does the worker gain from his toil?” (3:9). 

Why are things like this, it comes from God. “I have seen the burden God has laid 
on men.  He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the 
hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end. … . I 
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know that everything God does will endure for ever; nothing can be added to it and 
nothing taken from it. God does it so that men will revere him.” (3:10-14,).  The last 
verse literally reads “so that men will fear him”.  We are back to the Fear of the Lord, the 
beginning, centre and end of wisdom. 

God has put a knowledge of "the eternal" into humanity and wants them to seek 
after the eternal things so that they will understand hebel and fear him. As long as 
humanity considers that they can understand the world on their own terms they will not 
fear God as they should.  We are uncomfortably put in our place.   

APPLICATION: WRAPPED IN MIST 

Pride and Materialism 
It is common to see Ecclesiastes as aimed against an overly proud and 

materialistic society.  Certainly the Teacher gives us some uncomfortable truths about 
who we are and what we can achieve.  If all is hebel, ungraspable, mist, then we need to 
recognise the ephemeral nature of our accomplishments and our possessions.  They will 
slip through our fingers like a mist.   

This message also forces us to face that this is also true about us as humans, we 
too are mist, vapour.  We are not in control and we will fade away, soon to be forgotten 
by this world.  As we heard fromJames “Now listen, you who say, "Today or tomorrow 
we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money." 
Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a 
mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. Instead, you ought to say, "If it is 
the Lord's will, we will live and do this or that." (James 4:13-15, NIV).  This is 
uncomfortable but it is the truth and should put us and our materialism in our place.  

Trite Religiosity 
Ecclesiastes has sometimes been taken as a book against atheism, that if you 

take God out of the equation things don’t make sense.  Whilst this is obviously true this 
is not the Teacher’s problem, his is more profound and ultimately worrying, when you 
take God into account things still don’t make sense. There is a distinction between what 
he knows of God, that he is true and just and everlasting, yet the world is full of lies, 
injustice and transience.  He knows that God is sovereign but the world seems out of 
control.  Belief in God is not the solution of hebel, rather it creates it. 

The Teacher then is also attacking a trite religiosity that thinks that by believing in 
God, life is under control, taking some of the general teaching of Proverbs as a promise, 
I believe in God so everything is going to be fine. 

Whilst this is eternally true, and in general things will work out better if we follow 
God’s wisdom, there are simply too many examples where it just doesn’t work.  
Ecclesiastes teaches us that this is true and reminds us that this is because we are not 
God.  Religion is not a way of gaining control of your world but of recognising that there 
is one who is far superior to us whom we should rightly be in awe and reverent fear.   

Often Christianity has presented a message that if you accept Jesus then 
everything will work out and you will have meaning. A view reinforced by our safe, 
comfortable, "middle class" churches.  It is never stated so baldly of course, and we may 
not espouse "Name it and claim it" theology as some do, but this essential optimism is 
common none the less.  At one level this is obviously true, in Christ our eternal future is 
secure and we have a hope beyond this this life.  Yet in giving the impression that in this 
life all will work out a great disservice is done to believers.  For sooner or later we all will 
come up against hebel, whether it be in marital difficulties, a tragic death in the family, or 
just the pressure of the pointless cycle of activity that is the modern life. 

 For many this clash between expectations and reality shipwrecks their faith.  We 
need to feel the sting of the Teacher's words, we cannot avoid the hebel of life, to mix 
the metaphor, the rocks are real.  Things will happen to us that we will not understand 
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but we need to recognise this as part of the life of faith, not as something that 
undermines it. 

This ultimately I believe is liberating as it means that we do not have to ignore the 
pain of life but can embrace it and not beat ourselves up trying to explain it.  We can 
trust God in our lack of understanding; that is part of the purpose of hebel. 

Being Grasped 
Ungraspable, everything is ungraspable.  It is an uncomfortable truth which forces 

us to think deeply about what we trust in, what we live for. 
Thanks be to God, however, it is not the full story, for while we may not be able to 

get a hold on everything, something has got a hold on us.  Our transcendent creator 
God has reached down, there was something new under the Sun and it was God’s Son, 
and he has called us his own. 

There is our security in all the mysteries and uncomfortable truths of life, simply 
that God loved us first.  Such love, why God would do it is ungraspable, but it has thanks 
be to God it has grasped us. 

Because of this, while now there are so many difficult and painful realities that we 
do not understand we look forward to the day when we will see God and there will be no 
distinction between what we know and what we see, that glorious day when the mist will 
finally clear when we will no longer live under the sun but under the Son of God. 


